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Abstract 

This study explores abortion activists’ experience of the shift in social climate around 

abortion in the context of the campaign to Repeal the Eighth Amendment, which previously 

prohibited abortion in Ireland. Abortion was previously an extremely taboo and stigmatized issue 

in Ireland, but in the year leading up to the national referendum, there was a highly visible 

campaign for, and public discussion around, legalized abortion. The purpose of this research was 

to explore whether the campaign for Repeal, and the ensuing shift in abortion discourses, 

changed the social climate around abortion in Ireland. I conducted interviews with seven activists 

involved in a range of organizations, to discuss their experiences of the social climate around 

abortion before and after the campaign, and of organizing within the campaign for Repeal. Four 

themes emerged from the data: silence, speaking out, frameworks of abortion in the Repeal 

campaign, and representation in the Repeal campaign. The interviews revealed a consensus 

among the participants that there was a clear shift in the social climate around abortion through 

the campaign, from one of silence and shame, to one of solidarity and compassion. This study 

demonstrated the crucial role that storytelling played within the campaign, as it rooted the 

campaign and public discussion of abortion in women’s lived experiences. An unexpected result 

of this study was the participants’ critique of the mainstream campaign for its failure to situate 

abortion within a framework that centered the needs of marginalized groups. The participants 

argued that there was a missed opportunity to root discourses around abortion in intersectional 

understandings of reproductive justice. This research provides important insight on the successes 

and failures of the Repeal campaign that can be of use to future reproductive justice activist 

efforts, both in Ireland and transnationally.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

To Be an Irish Woman 

I have always been extremely proud to be Irish. As a child growing up abroad, I had little 

sense of cultural identity or belonging, often feeling like I didn’t have a real home and was a 

visitor in someone else’s. So, I clung to my Irish heritage fiercely, learning everything there was 

to know about my country’s history and proudly wearing a green ribbon to school every year on 

St Patrick’s day to the bemusement of my peers, who perhaps couldn’t relate to my patriotism at 

such a young age. It was only later in life, as I began to form an interest in social issues and 

feminism, that I discovered darker areas of Ireland’s history. I was inundated with stories of the 

Magdalene laundries, where single mothers were locked up and forced to give away their 

children, of intolerance and discrimination toward the LGBTQ+ community, of thousands of 

women forced to carry unwanted or non-viable pregnancies to term, and I was horrified. It was 

the first time I had to question my unwavering love of Ireland. It was the first time I had ever 

asked myself if Ireland loved me back.  

Of course, I wasn’t the first Irish woman to be angered by her country’s historic 

oppression of women and women’s sexuality. Irish feminists have been organizing around issues 

of sexual and reproductive rights for decades, forcing these issues out of the shadows and into 

public discussion. In the last thirty years, Ireland has gradually become more progressive in its 

social policies: the sale of contraceptives was legalized in 1980, homosexuality was 

decriminalized in 1993, divorce was legalized in 1996, and same-sex marriage was legalized in 
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2015. It seemed as if every traditional, conservative social policy related to sexuality, previously 

influenced by the Catholic Church, was being overturned. However, there was one movement 

that struggled to prevail against the deeply rooted Catholic influence on public opinion: the 

campaign for the legalization and decriminalization of abortion in Ireland.  

In early 2016, I started noticing posts on my social media about “Repeal the 8th”. I had to 

ask my friend Lauren what it meant and was quite embarrassed of my ignorance when she told 

me: there was a campaign to repeal the Eighth Amendment, the law that prohibited legal abortion 

in Ireland. I was eager to help in any way I could, through sharing information on social media, 

attending marches, and proudly wearing my REPEAL jumper everywhere I went, hoping 

someone would ask me what it meant.  

Over the next few years, the movement got bigger and bigger. Stories of protests and 

activist movements were playing on RTE News and Radio, viral hashtags were trending on 

social media, and debates were getting heated both online and in person. My own family 

members began participating in the anti-Repeal campaign, and when I posted about this on social 

media, I was inundated with messages of support from people in similar situations (my family 

dealt with it the Irish way – in other words, we never spoke of it). Looking back, it was such a 

strange and special experience to feel so close to a community so far away; it was the first time I 

felt like I was part of a monumental movement, one that might actually make a difference.  

The vote to Repeal the Eighth Amendment in May of 2018 could not have come any 

sooner for me; I felt a renewed pride in my heritage, and a sense of solidarity with Irish women 

across the globe who had fought for this change. However, it was not the law change itself but 

the campaign for Repeal that made me feel seen, that validated my frustration at, and rejection of 

the Irish State, and that helped me redefine what it meant to be an Irish woman. It was only a few 
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weeks afterwards that I started to think about this experience, and what it must have meant for 

Irish women living in Ireland (as opposed to my own experience living in Canada): how did they 

feel about the campaign for Repeal? How did they feel now that the Eighth Amendment had 

been repealed? How much of a difference did they think the campaign and the Repeal of the 

Eighth had actually made? This was the beginning of a long journey into my research project, 

one that reflects my interests in feminism, activism, sexual culture, and Irish culture.   

Timeline to REPEAL 

1861 – Offenses Against The Person Act bans abortion in Ireland. 

1980 – Sale and use of contraceptives legalized with strict constraints  

1983 – Eighth Amendment introduced into Irish Constitution. 

1992 – Attorney General vs Case X ruling, defining risk of suicide as permissible 

grounds for abortion. 

1992 – Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendment introduced into Irish Constitution, 

allowing Irish women to travel abroad for abortion services and to receive information 

about abortion services abroad. 

2012 – Death of Savita Halappanavar from complications of pregnancy despite multiple 

requests for abortion  

2013 – Protection of Life During Pregnancy Act is introduced into Irish law, defining risk 

of suicide or life threatening medical complications as permissible grounds for abortion. 

2014 – Case of Ms Y, denied abortion services despite risk of suicide due to the rape that 

led to her pregnancy. 

2017 – Citizen’s Assembly recommends the decriminalization of early-stage abortion in 

Ireland. A national referendum is announced for 2018. 

2018 – The Repeal vote wins the referendum. 
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The Road to Repeal the Eighth 

Though abortion legislation had been in place since 1861 in the Offences Against the 

Person Act, abortion first became a topic of concerted public debate in Ireland in 1983, when 

pro-choice activists began to question whether such restrictive abortion legislation was an 

infringement on a citizen’s rights to privacy. This argument was undoubtedly influenced by the 

landmark 1973 Roe vs Wade Supreme Court decision in the United States, which created an 

opportunity for public discussion about state restriction on reproductive rights in other countries. 

The Irish government legalized the sale of contraception without prescription in 1985, a decision 

most other Western countries had made in the 1960s. In the 1980s, reproductive rights were at 

the forefront of Irish politics, and pro-life supporters feared the potential of a judicial ruling that 

might overturn the prohibition of abortion (Smyth, 1998). Pro-life supporters then campaigned to 

introduce a constitutional amendment that recognized the right to life of the unborn fetus (Smyth, 

1998). A national referendum was held in 1983, and the Eighth Amendment was officially 

introduced into the Irish Constitution.  

Since 1983, pro-choice activist groups have fought for the repeal of the Eighth 

Amendment to improve access to abortion for Irish women. In 1992, the Thirteenth Amendment 

was approved, allowing Irish women to travel abroad for abortion services. The Fourteenth 

Amendment was also approved in 1992, allowing the distribution of information regarding 

abortion services abroad. While these were important and impressive milestones for pro-choice 

organizers, Ireland stood firm in its stance against abortion performed in Ireland. Under the 2013 

Protection of Life During Pregnancy Act, “abortion was legally permitted in Ireland where 

between one and three medical professionals certified in good faith that there was a real and 

significant risk to the life of the pregnant woman that could only be averted by the termination of 
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the pregnancy, and that the fetus was not viable so that abortion (rather than, for example, an 

early delivery by means of a C-section) was the appropriate means of termination” (de Londras, 

2018). This extreme restriction on abortion was challenged both within the European Court of 

Human Rights and the United Nations Human Rights Committee. The Irish government 

defended this restriction based on a unique internal consensus on the morality of abortion (de 

Londras, 2018).  

In 2012, however, the pro-choice campaign began to gain traction after the tragic and 

public death of Savita Halappanavar, who died from complications due to her pregnancy. Before 

her death Halappanavar had repeatedly been denied access to abortion (Lentin, 2012). The 

ensuing public fury at this news re-ignited the pro-choice campaign and led to a widespread 

activist movement demanding another national referendum on the legalization of abortion. The 

campaign was further fueled in 2014, by news of Ms Y, an asylum seeker who had become 

pregnant after a violent sexual assault in her home country, and who reported feeling suicidal at 

the prospect of having the baby. Ms Y was denied access to abortion despite the 2013 legislation 

regarding suicide risk. It took until 2017, following the recommendations of a Citizen’s 

Assembly, for the issue of repealing the Eighth Amendment to be brought to a national 

referendum, the vote for which took place in May 2018. 66.4% voted to repeal the Eighth 

Amendment, and 33.4% voted to retain it, demonstrating that resistance to the Repeal movement 

remained significant. 

The Campaign for Repeal: A Grassroots Feminist Movement 

 The campaign for Repeal, coinciding with numerous online feminist movements such as 

#MeToo in 2017, received international attention (Michie, Balaam, McCarthy, Osadchiy & 

Morrissey, 2018). When I am referring to the campaign for Repeal, I am referring to a multitude 
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of local, grassroots activist groups, as well as sub-divisions of larger human rights groups such as 

Amnesty International and ROSA (for Reproductive rights against Oppression, Sexism, and 

Austerity). Later on in the campaign, the organization Together For Yes became the main activist 

group campaigning for Repeal, however many activist groups continued to operate 

independently. Despite the grassroots nature of the activist groups and the lack of a collective 

organizing body for the majority of the campaign, the advocacy for Repeal was extremely visible 

and successful in forcing a public conversation about abortion in Ireland.  

While the local, smaller organizations organized street campaigning and door-to-door 

canvassing, there were also larger events and movements coordinated and attended by the 

activist groups as a collective. For example, on International Women’s Day, March 8th 2018, 

there was a March Against the 8th, a public protest in Dublin attended by “thousands” of 

protesters (McMahon, 2018). The campaign also received global attention for its creative 

strategies to promote the movement, including the design and marketing of a REPEAL clothing 

brand and the mounting of various art installations (Michie et al., 2018).  Alongside these efforts, 

the campaign for Repeal had an impressive online presence, which ultimately took the campaign 

from popular to viral.  

The success of the campaign for Repeal can be attributed to its effective use of social 

media, specifically its creation of popular hashtag campaigns. Often referred to as “slacktivism” 

or “hashtag feminism”, feminist activist movements on social media platforms have been 

criticized for their lack of presence outside of the internet (Myles, 2018). However, many 

feminist scholars argue that because this activism is discursive in nature, its presence on the 

internet is its strength rather than its downfall (Myles, 2018; Shaw, 2011). Indeed, hashtag 

feminism is lauded first for its capacity to organize large groups of users on online platforms, as 
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well as its ability to bring visibility to counter-hegemonic discourses (Myles, 2018; Shaw, 2011). 

This type of feminist activism allows for the creation of new discourses, grounded in real life 

experiences, organized around a theme (for example, a hashtag), and measurable by participation 

(for example, number of uses of a hashtag). The potential of hashtag feminism was demonstrated 

in 2017 with the #MeToo movement, wherein people used the hashtag to share their stories of 

sexual harassment and assault, and to call for a social change in the way this issue is treated, 

especially in the workplace. The #MeToo hashtag was used over nineteen million times within 

the first year of the movement, thus highlighting the power of online feminist campaigns to draw 

global attention and spark massive online discussion.  

 It was within the context of internet activism that the campaign for Repeal began to really 

gain traction online. The campaign for Repeal aimed to propagate an abortion discourse that was 

grounded in women’s experiences and that demonstrated the breadth of the issue. For example, 

one popular online movement was #TwoWomenTravel: two Irish women used the hashtag to 

document their journey to England to access abortion services (Michie et al., 2018). The hashtag 

was trending on Irish Twitter, allowing thousands of users to access Tweets that denounced the 

Irish government for denying Irish women a basic right to bodily autonomy, and relayed what a 

difficult and isolating experience it was to travel for abortion access. Using what Michie et al. 

describe as “digital storytelling”, the online Repeal activist movement created an opportunity for 

social media users to generate abortion discourses grounded in an experience shared by 

thousands of Irish women (2018).  

The power of digital storytelling in the Repeal campaign was perhaps best demonstrated 

by the Facebook page In Her Shoes, where Irish women could anonymously share their stories of 

unwanted pregnancies and accessing abortion. The page has more than one hundred thousand 
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followers. By drawing attention away from arguments based on morality and national identity 

and towards arguments based on lived experiences, the pro-choice campaigners connected 

individual Irish women’s stories to a larger social phenomenon and demonstrated the scope of 

the injustice Irish women were facing. Some other examples of popular Repeal-related hashtags 

include #HomeToVote, which encouraged Irish emigrants to return to Ireland to vote in the 

referendum, #KnowYourRepealers, which aimed to demonstrate the diversity of people voting 

for Repeal, and #WhoNeedsYourYes, which encouraged users to dedicate their Yes vote to 

someone who needed it. 

The campaign for Repeal built on the work of Irish feminist activists dating back to the 

1960s and was bolstered both by the hard work of local grassroots activist groups on the ground, 

as well as the effective use of social media and hashtag feminism. But, as evidenced by the 

divisiveness of the campaign and the fact that 33.4% of the population voted No, the activist 

organizers were not able to fully uproot the deeply ingrained traditional discourse around 

abortion in Ireland.  

After the Eighth: What Next? 

Over the past few decades, Irish women have gained more and more access to abortion 

services, both through the introduction of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendment and through 

organizations like Women On Web (WoW) which delivers abortion-inducing pills via the 

internet. Today, abortion services in Ireland are more widely accessible, under the Health 

(Regulation of Termination of Pregnancy) Act, which “legalizes abortion upon request up to 12 

weeks of pregnancy, subject to a requirement to wait three days between seeing your doctor and 

receiving the abortion” (Abortion Rights Campaign, n.d.). However, access to abortion (whether 
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legal or illegal) is only one factor that shapes women’s experiences; research has also 

demonstrated the impact that social perceptions of abortion have on women’s experiences. 

Perceived social perception of abortion is a significant factor in a woman’s experience of 

unwanted pregnancy (Boyle and McEvoy, 1998; Cardenas et al., 2018; Beynon-Jones, 2017). 

Researchers who have studied Irish women’s pre-repeal experiences of abortion (accessed 

abroad or via telemedicine services) have found that many women felt guilty (Aiken, Gomperts 

& Trussel, 2017) or felt “anger, disappointment, shame, and isolation at not being able to access 

legal abortion within their own country” (Sheldon, 2018). Such feelings can have serious impacts 

on women’s physical, mental, and emotional health, and can also impact their perceived sense of 

choice or autonomy (Aiken, Padron, Broussard et al., 2019; Erdman, Jelinska & Yanow, 2018). 

These feelings arise from the notion that abortion is seen as shameful, or from other discursive 

ideas about abortion that stem from the dominant sexual culture. In the case of Ireland, the 

Catholic Church and Irish State have staunchly opposed abortion for decades on the grounds that 

it is immoral and, in essence, a form of murder. But even pro-choice and feminist discourses 

about abortion can contribute to the stigmatization of women who get abortions (Culhane, 2015). 

Overly simplistic discourses that frame abortion as a human right, or solely a standard medical 

procedure, or a personal choice, are more easily digestible, but they remove the nuance that 

shapes most women’s experience of accessing abortion (Culhane, 2015). While perhaps not as 

harsh as anti-abortion discourses, overly simple frameworks on abortion can cause feelings of 

isolation and stigmatization (Culhane, 2015). People who access abortion can also feel isolated 

when they lack a trusted social support network to rely on, to help keep their experiences private. 

Before the Repeal of the Eighth Amendment, the combination of illegality and the intense 

stigmatization of abortion in Ireland meant that many women felt unable to trust anyone with 
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their experiences (Quesney, 2015). The silence around abortion in Ireland reinforced anti-

abortion discourse and allowed the State to continue ignoring the issue and reinforcing the idea 

that abortion was not an Irish issue (Quesney, 2015). 

Ursula Barry, in The Abortion Papers, describes the culture of sexuality for women in 

Ireland as one of constant surveillance and self-surveillance, rooted in guilt and shame (2015). 

While abortion is now legal in Ireland, the stigmatization of abortion still contributes to feelings 

of isolation and shame in women who do not have access to a trusted support network.  

Despite increased access to abortion services in the years leading up the Repeal of the 

Eighth Amendment, Aiken et al.’s 2017 study indicates that some Irish women continued to 

experience negative feelings in relation to their efforts to obtain abortions nevertheless (2017). 

The shame and stigma around abortion in Ireland were not simply a product of legal prohibition 

but were also related to attitudes and perceptions towards abortion. In the transition after the 

official Repeal of the Eighth Amendment, I wondered whether and how the stigma and silence 

associated with abortion in Ireland had been impacted by the surge in pro-choice discourse 

during the REPEAL campaign, and whether Irish women would experience abortion, and the 

social climate around it, differently.  

The fight for legalized abortion in Ireland involved several decades of political and social 

struggle on behalf of Irish women, and the Repeal campaigners were informed by the efforts of 

the feminist activists who came before them. In early 2019, abortion services were officially 

offered by the Irish health system for the first time. While this is a significant milestone, I 

wondered if this legal change would be reflected in the social climate around abortion in Ireland.  
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The Research Project 

 In my research, I spoke with Irish women to learn more about their experiences related 

to abortion and their participation in abortion activism. I wanted to explore whether and, if so, 

how the repeal of the Eighth Amendment has shifted the social climate around abortion. I wanted 

to know what Irish women have been taught about abortion, and what this indirectly taught them 

about sex, sexuality, even themselves as women. I wanted to explore whether and how women 

think that the social climate around abortion was influenced by abortion activist campaigns, such 

as the Repeal campaign. 

Thus, I developed the following research questions: 

1. Among Irish women involved in activism to Repeal the Eighth, what is the sense of 

whether the repeal of the Eighth Amendment shifted the broader social climate 

around abortion in Ireland, and if it has, how so? 

2. What have been Irish women’s experiences of the post-Repeal social climate? 

I hope this research will provide valuable insight into Irish women’s experiences of 

unwanted or unviable pregnancy, and into the influence of the Irish social climate and cultural 

discourses about abortion on these experiences. In this way, I hope that my research will be 

useful to Irish feminists by exploring abortion discourses that are shaping women’s current 

experiences around abortion in the post-Repeal era.   
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Chapter 2 

Historical Background 

To fully understand modern day Irish sexual culture, it’s essential to grasp the importance 

of sexual morality in Irish history and place it within a historical context. The famine of 1845 

and the fight for Irish independence leading up to the establishment of the Irish Free State in 

1922 are arguably the two most influential factors on Ireland’s culture of sexuality. These two 

historical events shaped Ireland’s sexual culture by establishing nationalism, patriarchy, and 

Catholicism as the three guiding forces for Irish society.  

In the Great Hunger of 1845 to 1850, the Irish Catholic population of almost seven 

million was reduced to approximately five million, due to starvation or emigration as a direct 

result of the famine (Larkin, 1972). This national tragedy had permanent effects on Irish society, 

namely the rise of nationalist sentiment. Emmet Larkin calls this period the ‘Devotional 

Revolution’, as this period also saw an immense increase in Catholicism in Ireland (1972). While 

Catholicism was already practiced by a majority of Irish people before the famine, Larkin 

describes how the lack of organization in the Church and an inadequate number of priests per 

capita impacted Catholic practices before the famine. However, the massive decrease in 

population due to the famine, paired with renewed enthusiasm for Catholicism and a steady 

increase in the number of clergymen changed Ireland’s Catholic culture indefinitely. This is 

demonstrated best by the fact that mass attendance by Catholic Irish people before the famine 

was at around 30% and rose to 90% afterwards (Larkin, 1972).  

Larkin attributes the renewed Catholic sentiment not only to issues of accessibility, but 

also to the psychological and cultural impacts of the famine (1972). First, many interpreted the 

famine as the unleashing of “God’s wrath” on sinners and non-believers and turned to the 
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Catholic Church to ease their anxieties about the famine. Larkin describes how with the increase 

in Mass attendance also came an extreme increase in the practice of Confession, the act of 

confessing and asking God’s forgiveness for one’s sins (Larkin, 1972).  

Second, the famine was a “gigantic psychological shock” for Irish people, as entire 

communities and families were wiped out by starvation or disease (Larkin, 1972). The traditional 

Irish culture, language, and way of life had already been purposely driven out by English 

Protestants who aimed to anglicize Ireland, and the immense loss caused by the famine amplified 

the effects of English colonialism. Larkin describes how “Irishmen who were aware of being 

Irish were losing their identity”, and Catholicism offered new forms of Irish cultural heritage to 

replace what had been lost (1972).  

Finally, the British government’s lack of famine aid embittered the Irish population, 

planting seeds of nationalism and republicanism that still shape Irish culture today. In The Great 

Hunger: Ireland 1845-1849, Cecil Woodham-Smith describes how despite the increasingly 

alarming rates of starvation in Ireland, huge quantities of food continued to be exported to 

England (1962). The “laissez faire” attitude of the English government, paired with the 

continuation of food exports to Ireland’s oppressor, increased anti-English sentiment among Irish 

people (Woodham-Smith, 1962).  

While it may be difficult from an outsider’s perspective to understand the relation 

between the Great Hunger and abortion politics in Ireland, it’s imperative to frame our 

understanding of the cultural roots of women’s oppression in Ireland. The famine resulted in the 

Devotional Revolution, placing the Church firmly at the heart of Irish culture and intertwining 

Catholicism with national identity. Furthermore, it heightened tensions between Ireland and 
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England, a situation which would come to a head in the 20th century, during the War of 

Independence and the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922.  

In the years leading up to the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921, the Irish Suffragette movement 

grew increasingly vocal in its demand for equal rights, particularly the right to vote (Sawyer, 

1993). In 1918, still under British colonial rule, Irish women over the age of 30 were granted the 

right to vote provided they were either married or had graduated from university. Irish women 

continued to petition for the right to vote for all women over the age of 21 (Sawyer, 1993). Irish 

women formed Cumann Na mBan, the Irish Women’s Council, to support the republican efforts 

of the Irish Volunteers who aimed to overthrow British rule (Sawyer, 1993). While republican 

proclamations promised equality for all, the right to vote was not granted to women over 21 out 

of fear that the Anglo-Irish Treaty would not be passed by the women who opposed it. In the 

meeting of the Dail in 1922 to vote on the ratification of the Treaty, there were six women 

elected as members of parliament (TDs), all of whom voted against the Treaty (Sawyer, 1993). 

This, Margaret MacCurtain and Donnchadh Ó Corráin argue, was the root of the bundle of anti-

women laws that passed shortly after the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922 (1978).  

Most notably, the Juries Act of 1924 allowed Irish women to opt out of Jury duty, to 

prevent the unreliable judgment of an unwilling female in a Jury, and was followed by the Juries 

Bill of 1927 that stripped women of the right to perform jury duty altogether, as so many had 

previously opted out (Valiulis, 1992). Despite Irish women’s efforts in the fight for 

Independence, laws like these made it evident that women were to have no political nor public 

identity in the Irish Free State (Valiulis, 1922). Indeed, women’s roles were relegated to the 

domestic sphere, where they could “[perform] the normal function of womanhood in the State’s 

economy” (Valiulis, 1992). Laws concerning public morality, censorship, and ‘appropriate 
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employment’ for women were passed to regulate and suppress sexuality and keep women in the 

home (Conroy, 2015). Of particular relevance is the Censorship of Publications Bill 1928, which 

censored any discussion of, or publication about contraception and abortion, as means of birth 

control were deemed “unnatural” and “wrong” (Conroy, 2015). Essentially, the anti-women laws 

served to push women out of public life and encourage motherhood as the sole appropriate 

vocation for Irish women.  

It was during this time period and cultural context that Lisa Smyth argues Ireland began 

to form “national imaginaries” about Ireland’s cultural identity (2005). Indeed, after enduring the 

devastation of a famine, colonial rule, and civil war, a strong sense of national identity was 

essential to foster community and pride and maintain republican sentiment in Ireland. Smyth 

describes how this identity was formed in an anti-colonial and rural context, that encouraged the 

relegation of women’s roles to the home (2005).  

The anti-colonial context is key here, as it was seen as imperative to instill a sense of 

Irishness in new generations (Smyth, 2005). Irishness, here, was founded on traditional 

Republican and Catholic values, which directly opposed the values of modernism and 

Protestantism in England (2005). These Catholic values were focused on ideas of purity and 

tradition, which I will elaborate on in the following section.  

Furthermore, at this point in history, Ireland was still largely rural, which limited the 

availability of ‘appropriate’ employment for women outside the home. Thus, the sexual division 

of labor in this rural context meant that a woman’s role was in the home, to birth and rear Irish 

citizens and reproduce Irish and Catholic values in her children (Smyth, 2005). This expectation 

is reflected in the Constitution, which reads that “1. In particular, the State recognises that by her 

life within the home, woman gives to the State a support without which the common good cannot 
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be achieved. 2. The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be obliged 

by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their duties in the home.” (Irish 

Human Rights and Equality Commission, 2018). These articles remain in the Irish Constitution 

to this day.  

One of the most influential factors in Ireland’s culture of sexuality is the Catholic 

Church. Ireland is renowned as an extremely devout and faithful country, but the strict moral 

purity that so often characterizes Irish Catholicism is actually a relatively recent development in 

Irish history. 

In “‘Origins and Legacies of Irish Prudery: Sexuality and Social Control in Modern 

Ireland,” Tom Inglis describes how ideas of purity in Irish Catholicism stem from “Victorian 

prudery” in the 19th century (2005). Victorian prudery, according to Inglis, was a moral system 

wherein morality was achieved through resistance to temptation, particularly sexual temptation, 

and people strove for purity from sin (2005). Sexuality was seen as the antithesis to civilization, 

a primal urge that must be controlled to prevent evil and chaos seeping into society (Inglis, 

2005). Prudery was thus also a symbol of class division, as higher-class individuals were 

expected to reflect superior morality by resisting sexual temptation and upholding civilized 

values (Inglis, 2005). This idea took hold in Ireland, where in the 19th century, a new middle 

class of tenant farmers emerged; prudery became the dominant ideology by which to separate 

this class from the peasantry, who transgressed against sexual morals (Inglis, 2005), and didn’t 

have equal access to religious practices such as marriage (Larkin, 1972).  

While the roots of Victorian prudery lie in Protestantism, the view of sexuality as 

inherently immoral is also apparent in Catholicism. In “Sexual Ethics: A Theological 

Introduction”, Todd Salzman and Michael Lawler state that “sexual pleasure has always been 
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morally suspect in the Catholic tradition” (2012). While Catholic views of sexuality have varied 

across place and time, the general consensus in the modern era is that sexuality is morally 

acceptable only within a Catholic marriage (Salzman, Lawler, 2012).  

Marriage, in the modern age of Catholicism, is a contract that ensures the “exclusive right 

of each spouse to the body of the other for sexual intercourse leading to procreation” (Salzman, 

Lawler, 2012). In 20th century Ireland, this exclusive right preceded the contract of marriage, 

meaning that chastity was a prerequisite to enter this contract. As such, it was imperative for 

women to remain chaste if they were to have the chance of entering a marriage and having 

children, which wasn’t a privilege afforded to all, due to the devastation of the Great Famine 

(Inglis, 2005). While elsewhere the era of Victorian prudery transitioned into an increasingly 

liberal morality throughout the 20th century, Inglis emphasizes that this moral framework 

remained the at root of Irish Catholicism well into the 20th century, bolstered by the political and 

social instability that arose from civil war (2005).  

In the early years of the 20th century, Catholicism was inextricably intertwined with 

Republicanism. Catholicism served as a symbol of Ireland’s superior morality in comparison 

with that of their British oppressors, and it was a symbol of the traditional, Gaelic way of life. 

However, leading up to the establishment of the Irish Free State, there were concerns about the 

levels of violence and anarchy in Irish society (Chrystel, 1998). Church officials felt that there 

was a need for intervention from both the Church and the new government to create rule and 

discipline, and to further embed values of purity and self-denial in Irish culture (Chrystel, 1998; 

Inglis, 1998). The Church and government worked together to enforce these ideals, with the goal 

of “fighting an evil which had come across the sea to corrupt the Irish” (Chrystel, 1998). The 

government enforced the new Irish ideals through legislation, while also delegating power to the 
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Church through the management of schools, hospitals, and social gatherings (Chrystel, 1998). In 

the years following the establishment of the Irish Free State, to be Irish was to be Catholic and to 

accept and enact Catholic morality. Indeed, Chrystel argues that the “confluence of post-colonial 

nation building, lack of significant secular political Left and ecclesiastical control” put the 

Catholic Church firmly at the center of post-colonial Irish society, with the full backing of the 

Irish Free State (1998). 

The Catholic Church and the Irish Free State sought to maintain and reinforce Ireland’s 

reputation as a morally superior and sexually pure culture in the years following the 

establishment of the Free State. In particular, values of purity and chastity were primarily 

“enacted and problematized through women’s bodies” (Fischer, 2016). This is because women’s 

bodies were “the most immediate markers and visible evidence of moral transgression” (Fischer, 

2016), and because Irish women were upheld as the bearers and protectors of Ireland’s superior 

morality. Thus, the potential impurity of women’s bodies was seen as a threat to Ireland’s 

reputation as a sexually pure nation.  

The culture of sexual repression was enacted through women’s bodies through both 

external and internal social control. Indeed, Inglis details the importance of gossip and shame as 

a means of external social control, particularly due to the primarily rural population in the early 

years of the Irish Free State (1998). The local parish was usually the center of rural communities, 

and ran the schools and hospitals, and thus it was also at the center of social life for these 

communities. Gossip and stigmatization were powerful tools to shame members of communities 

who deviated from Catholic morality, so much so that Inglis argues these tools served to bolster 

internal social control as well (2005). Indeed, it served Irish women to uphold Catholic morality 

as it increased their chances of entering a marriage and starting a family (Inglis, 2005). With the 
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power and approval of the State, the Catholic Church successfully enforced a strict sexual 

morality that was enacted through women’s bodies and reinforced through stigmatization and 

shame. 

One of the most important tools at the Church’s disposal was erasure, specifically 

through institutionalization. In 1931, the Carrigan committee submitted a report to the State 

detailing levels of moral and sexual deviance across the country (Chrystel, 1998). The report 

found that Irish sexual morality, especially in rural areas, was in a state of “depravity” and 

recommended State intervention through stricter legislation (Chrystel, 1998). In order to 

maintain Ireland’s reputation and avoid controversy, the report was never released to the public 

(Chrystel, 1998); this is just one example of how erasure was used to deny any deviance from 

Catholic sexual morality in Ireland. Erasure was the preferred method over public condemnation, 

because the Church feared that impurity was contagious, and that those who wished to deviate 

from Catholic morality would flee to England and convert to Protestantism (Fischer, 2016). By 

erasing Ireland’s shame, the State could continue to portray England, rather than Irish people, as 

a threat to Ireland’s national identity (Fischer, 2016).  

A key component of Ireland’s culture of erasure was the practice of institutionalization, 

which was enforced through the Church and sanctioned by the State. In “Gender, Nation, and the 

Politics of Shame: Magdalen Laundries and the Institutionalization of Feminine Transgression in 

Modern Ireland,” Clara Fischer explores how Church-run institutions such as the Magdalene 

laundries functioned to maintain Ireland’s image of purity throughout the 20th century (2016). 

The Magdalene laundries were self-supporting institutions run by the Church that “took in” 

“fallen women” (Fischer, 2016). The definition of a “fallen woman” ranged from single mothers, 

to victims of sexual assault, and even to women and girls who were deemed too beautiful 
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(Fischer, 2016). Some women entered the laundries willingly, usually to conceal a pregnancy 

and give the child up for adoption, while some were forcibly taken; once institutionalized, the 

women were forced to perform unpaid labour in the laundries, often forbidden from speaking to 

one another (Fischer, 2016). While some women were released after giving up their babies for 

adoption, others were kept in the laundries indefinitely; some others died in the laundries, and 

were buried in unmarked graves (Fischer, 2016). While these unmarked graves weren’t 

discovered and the last Magdalene laundry wasn’t closed until 1996, the Irish government 

quietly supported the mass institutionalization of “fallen women”, and didn’t intervene in the 

Church’s management of these facilities. The Magdalene laundries, Fischer argues, demonstrate 

the interconnection between sexuality, religion and the politics of shame in Ireland’s early nation 

building years (2016). The Magdalene laundries are just one example of State-sanctioned mass 

institutionalization in Ireland, along with industrial schools and mother and baby homes, that 

served the purpose of erasing any physical traces or other evidence of transgression against 

Catholic sexual morality.  

The final element in reinforcing Ireland’s culture of erasure was censorship of any 

material pertaining to sexuality that deviated from Catholic sexual morality. As previously 

stated, the Church claimed that sexual deviance, especially on the part of Protestants, was 

contagious (Chrystel, 1998). While throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, the amount of 

publicly accessible literature on sexuality and family planning was increasing in England, Fahey 

claims that “sexual repression seemed to intensify in Irish culture” in the late 19th and early 20th 

century (Chrystel, 1999). In Ireland, any literature regarding contraception was banned, and 

contraceptives were banned from being advertised or prescribed (Chrystel, 1999). As 

contraception became more accessible in England, the censorship on this topic became stricter in 
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Ireland. In 1929, a member of the Irish parliament declared that “this question shall not be freely 

and openly discussed” in public, and a complete ban on contraception was put into effect in 1935 

(Chrystel, 1999). This move reflects Ireland’s powerful system of silence and erasure in its 

culture of sexuality, which lasted well into the 21st century.   

As the 20th century progressed, many of Ireland’s restrictive laws regarding sexuality 

were repealed one by one. But it was not until 1993 that contraception was fully accessible to 

people of all ages and genders from commercial vendors (Redmond, Tiernan, McAvoy, and 

McAuliffe, 2015). Homosexuality was also decriminalized in 1993. The legalization of divorce 

came about in 1996, and the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments, which loosened the 

censorship and restrictions on abortion, were introduced in 1992. However, a nation’s culture of 

sexuality is made up of more than just its laws. Ireland’s history of imposing a strict sexual 

morality through Church-initiated and State-sanctioned erasure in the name of national identity, 

enacted through Irish women’s bodies, is still evident in its modern-day culture of sexuality, as 

one could see in the Repeal campaign. 

The purpose of this chapter was to demonstrate how current ideas of sexual morality in 

Ireland are deeply rooted in Irish history and are foundational to ideas of Irish national identity. 

Thus, while legislative changes were essential to achieving access to abortion services for Irish 

people, changing the social climate around abortion would require a cultural and discursive shift 

around the topic of reproductive rights and Irish sexual morality more broadly. In my next 

chapter, I will review literature that further emphasizes the influence of discursive frameworks of 

abortion, and social perception on women’s experiences of abortion.   
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Chapter 3 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

In this section, I review literature that frames the issue of abortion from a feminist, 

reproductive justice framework in modern, Western culture. I begin by discussing abortion as a 

“sensitive topic” within academic research and discuss arguments for a re-framing of our 

understanding of abortion to one of reproductive justice. Then, I review literature that explores 

women’s experiences of accessing abortion illegally, as well as women’s experiences, in 

different national contexts, of accessing abortion soon after legalization. Finally, I review 

literature that explores feminist approaches to the issue of abortion. I feel that the literature 

reviewed in this section provides a useful framework within which I was able to ground the 

analysis that I present in the next chapter. 

Abortion: a “sensitive topic”? 

       When I began my research project, I anticipated complications because my research 

centers abortion. Before conducting interviews with participants, I did some reading about how 

to conduct interviews on “sensitive” topics, to be as prepared as possible. In my ethics 

application, I listed the sensitivity of my research topic as a potential harm to the participants. In 

fact, my original research questions centered around the word “stigma”. I took for granted that 

abortion was an inherently sensitive, potentially triggering, topic of conversation. However, after 

challenging my own assumptions, I realized I was unknowingly contributing to a rhetoric around 

abortion that effectively prevents open discussion of the topic. In this section, I will explore why 
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the framing of abortion as a “sensitive topic” contributes to the simultaneous erasure and 

sensationalization of abortion in mainstream discourse.   

       In “The Problem of Researching Sensitive Topics”, Raymond Lee and Claire Renzetti 

define a sensitive topic as “one which potentially poses for those involved a substantial threat, 

the emergence of which renders problematic for the researcher and/or the researched the 

collection, holding, and/or dissemination of the research data” (1990). The purpose of Lee and 

Renzetti’s article is to provide researchers with an overview of the different stages of research 

that are impacted and require special attention when the research in question addresses a 

sensitive topic. 

In Lee and Renzetti’s article, they discuss the potential for the posing or framing of the 

research question itself to reproduce a “cyclical hypothesis”, or a faulty understanding of a social 

issue based on ill-informed research (1990). Using the example of research on domestic violence 

against women, Lee and Renzetti posit that the framing of a research question has serious 

consequences on social understandings and discourse surrounding social issues (1990). In this 

example, the question “Why do battered women stay with partners who abuse them?” frames this 

issue in a way that lays blame on the victims of domestic abuse, rather than the perpetrators 

(1990). When a research question is framed in a way that reinforces pre-existing and dominant 

discursive ideas about a sensitive topic, the resulting hypothesis and/or analysis inevitably 

reinforces these ideas (Lee, Renzetti, 1990). 

Furthermore, regardless of the quality or validity of the research, these cyclical 

hypotheses are more likely to be “enthusiastically [embraced]” and treated as fact, due to the 

sensitive nature of the topic (Sieber, Stanley, 1998). In Joan Sieber and Barbara Stanley’s 
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“Ethical and Professional Dimensions of Socially Sensitive Research,” they argue that this is in 

part due to the fact that research on sensitive topics inherently draws more attention from the 

media and the general public (1988). Historically, the quality of research on sensitive topics, or 

lack thereof, tends not to define the influence of its findings (Lee, Renzetti, 1990; Sieber, 

Stanley, 1988). Rather, Sieber and Stanley argue that even highly criticized and even disproved 

research on sensitive topics can have immense social influence when it reinforces discourse that 

is already culturally dominant (1988). 

This argument is reflected in popular academic research on abortion and its effects on 

women’s mental and psychological health. In Jessica Gallant’s “Conceptualizing a Female Self 

Through Post-Abortion Discourses: An Analysis of Subjectivity and Power Relations”, she 

demonstrates how research on abortion echoes and reinforces particular narratives of femininity, 

producing a discourse around abortion that revolves around trauma (2005). Scientific research 

has reached the general consensus that safe abortions pose no risk to women’s physiological 

health, eliminating any doubt about the safety of the abortion process (Gallant, 2005). Thus, the 

majority of mainstream research has turned its focus onto the effects of abortion on the “question 

of the existence and nature of negative psychological consequences resulting from the abortion 

procedure” (Miller, 1996). This research seeks to prove a link between abortion and 

psychological and emotional trauma and provide evidence for the existence of disorders such as 

Post Abortion Stress Syndrome (PASS) (Gallant, 2005). 

Such research has been criticized for being politically biased and has provoked 

controversy both from the academic community and the general public (Gallant, 2005). 

Specifically, many of the research studies on ‘disorders’ such as PASS have been scrutinized for 

their methodological practices (Gallant, 2005). However, as I previously mentioned, the quality 
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of research on sensitive topics does not take away from its social influence when the research 

question or data supports pervasive social ideas (Sieber, Stanley, 1988). In the case of abortion, 

research that seeks to identify emotional and psychological symptoms associated with abortion 

reinforces the perception of abortion as inherently traumatic. 

Gallant argues that this kind of research “situates women’s experiences in a discursive 

framework that emphasizes gendered characteristics like vulnerability, helplessness and weaker 

emotional capabilities vis-a-vis ‘difficult’ or challenging life events” (2005). The framing of 

abortion as an emotionally traumatic event relies on gendered discourse rooted in traditional 

ideas of femininity and motherhood. Indeed, the concepts of femininity and motherhood are 

inextricably intertwined with one another. Gallant argues that the perception of abortion as 

traumatic is rooted in the idea that women’s ultimate purpose is motherhood (2005); in this way, 

abortion is a deviation from the cultural idealization of motherhood and traditional notions of 

‘good’ femininity (2005). Within this gendered understanding, the trauma stemming from this 

deviation is what women require protection from, and what leads to negative emotional and 

psychological effects. 

A significant number of studies on abortion frame abortion as a sensitive topic under the 

assumption that it is a traumatic event for all women (Gallant, 2005). This assumption 

perpetuates harmful ideas of femininity and generalizes all women’s experiences, rather than 

examining the social complexities and multidimensional nature of women’s subjectivities 

(Gallant, 2005). In other words, when research produces discursive representations of abortion 

rooted in a trauma-centered framework, it can override the complexities of women’s experiences 

and contribute to a discourse which generalizes and essentializes both womanhood as an 

experience and woman as a social category. Furthermore, the framing of abortion as traumatic 
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“[serves] to perpetuate a negative perception of abortion through subtle mechanisms exercised 

through discourses where they focus specifically and primarily on “neutral headings such as 

‘psychological effects of abortion’ when their text is entirely about negative effects”” (Gallant, 

2005). This is perhaps reinforced by the ethical approval process for research projects, wherein 

neutral topic headings are more likely to be approved as opposed to topics that may be flagged as 

controversial or sensitive. 

While current research is problematic in its discursive framing of abortion, there is merit 

in providing representation of sensitive topics through research. Stanley and Sieber note that, in 

the face of the ethical dilemmas surrounding research on sensitive topics, many researchers opt 

to avoid this kind of research (1988). However, representation of sensitive topics in research can 

serve to alter discourses around these issues through increased visibility. In “Honoring voice and 

visibility: sensitive-topic research and feminist interpretive inquiry”, Jansen and Davis discuss 

the importance of feminist research that explores social experiences that may be considered 

sensitive (1998); in particular, they highlight the potential for research to provide visibility to 

underrepresented social experiences (1998). They stress that research on sensitive topics should 

aim to situate experiences in their wider social context, by “tapping the relationship between the 

personal and the social in recognizing that personal stories are embedded in social and 

institutional contexts” (1998). 

In order to situate women’s experiences of abortion in their wider social context and to 

avoid reproducing abortion discourse that generalizes and essentializes the category of woman, I 

do not approach abortion as a ‘sensitive topic’ in my research. To assume abortion is a sensitive 

topic is to place abortion within a framework that understands abortion as inherently traumatic. I 

do not discount the fact that many people have had traumatic or negative experiences of abortion.  
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But many people have also had their lives immeasurably improved by having control over their 

bodies and their reproductive capacities. The purpose of my research is not to argue whether 

abortion is traumatic or not, but rather to ground my framework for understanding abortion in 

women’s lived experiences. In the next section, I will examine various frameworks for 

understanding abortion and argue that reproductive justice is the framework that is most useful to 

my research. 

Frameworks for Understanding Abortion 

       The frameworks within which we understand abortion provide different language and 

tools for shaping abortion discourse. Different frameworks have different social and political 

implications. Abortion activists use a variety of frameworks for understanding; these include 

abortion as a choice, as a right, and as a medical procedure. These frameworks have been useful 

to abortion activists as they provide simple, powerful messaging that situates abortion in pre-

existing discursive frameworks commonly used in reproductive rights and other community 

organizing.  

In the second volume of The Abortion Papers Ireland, Leah Culhane outlines these three 

main frameworks (2015). While these three frameworks produce very different discourses 

around abortion, they are often used interchangeably in liberal discourse and activism around 

abortion. However, these frameworks have vastly different implications, both in the ways they 

imply abortion services should be implemented and the ways they represent people seeking 

abortion. Culhane explains the implication of each framework in terms of respect, resources, and 

power. 
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One of the more well-known pro-choice slogans is “My Body, My Choice” - the hashtag 

on Instagram alone has over 350 thousand posts. This kind of messaging situates abortion within 

a liberal framework of choice, wherein the focus is on a person’s right to make private choices 

for their own body without interference or limitation. However, as Culhane points out, the 

framework of choice actually works against itself (2015). Indeed, if abortion is framed as private 

choice, there is no legal responsibility to provide public access to abortion services, or any 

reproductive health services at all (Culhane, 2015). In fact, this framework implies that any 

responsibility relating to reproductive health and childcare lies with the person who carries a 

child (2015). Thus, while the framework of choice might serve some women who choose not to 

carry a pregnancy to term, it does not serve women whose choice is to have children (Culhane, 

2015; Price, 2010). Furthermore, activism within this framework does not advocate for the 

acceptance of abortion as a legitimate and morally neutral procedure (Culhane, 2015). While 

abortion discourse within the choice framework can be used by activists to support the right to 

choose, it still allows for moralizing discourses about “good” and “bad” abortions. Within this 

framework, one could support a woman’s choice to have an abortion, while still considering 

abortion an immoral act, thus furthering the stigma around abortion. This kind of framework thus 

frames abortion as a “necessary evil” of granting women reproductive rights (Culhane, 2015). 

Conversely, the medical paradigm frames abortion as a morally neutral healthcare service 

(Culhane, 2015). At first, this may seem like an attractive alternative, because abortion activists 

can liken abortion to any other standardized medical procedure, thus normalizing abortion and 

removing any moral implications. However, like the choice paradigm, the medical paradigm 

leaves room for quite a bit of uncertainty in terms of what might be medically necessary. For 

instance, abortion as understood within the medical framework could be legalized purely as a 
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solution to a clear-cut health issue, such as a fatal fetal abnormality or a mental health crisis 

(Culhane, 2015). Indeed, this was the case under the Eighth Amendment in Ireland, where 

abortion was legal under the specific conditions that the mother and baby’s lives were in danger, 

or that the mother declared herself suicidal. Not only does this partial legislation further the 

narrative of “good” (medically necessary) vs bad abortions, but it also obscures the agency of the 

person seeking an abortion and places authority within the medical institution administering the 

service (Culhane, 2015). 

Culhane argues that the framing of abortion as a right is the strongest rhetoric for 

legitimizing abortion activism. But, she adds, the language of rights can be problematic (2015). 

Rights are often concerned with freedom from limitations, rather than access to resources. In this 

way, “the right to abortion can easily be interpreted as the right not to be prevented by the law 

from having an abortion, while the right to avail of publicly provided access to abortion seems to 

be tied to a larger and more controversial struggle for positive social rights” (Culhane, 2015). 

Framing abortion as an individual right also separates abortion from the broader context of 

reproductive rights, thus preventing organizers from addressing the complexities of reproductive 

politics (Culhane, 2015). In other words, framing abortion as an individual right omits the 

context within which people access abortion, and the barriers they may encounter because of 

their social position. 

While framing abortion within the context of choice, rights, and healthcare might provide 

simpler, salient messaging that is more easily digestible to the general public, Culhane argues for 

a more transformative, radical approach: reproductive justice (2015). Reproductive justice, as 

defined by the group Asian Communities for Reproductive Justice, is “the complete physical, 

mental, spiritual, political, economic, and social well-being of women and girls, and will be 
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achieved when women and girls have the economic, social and political power and resources to 

make healthy decisions about our bodies, sexuality and reproduction for ourselves, our families 

and our communities in all areas of our lives” (Price, 2010). 

A reproductive justice framework is one that situates abortion as just one among a 

collection of reproductive and social justice issues, rather than separating it out as an isolated 

issue (Price, 2010; Culhane, 2015). Within this framework, the right to choose an abortion is as 

important as the right to choose to have children; the circumstances under which this choice is 

made is also of utmost importance (Price, 2010; Fried, Ross, Solinger, 2013). This framework 

allows activists to acknowledge the intersecting reproductive injustices that marginalized 

communities of women face when making reproductive choices and to ground activism in 

women’s everyday experiences of these injustices (Fried, Ross, Solinger, 2013). Reproductive 

justice allows for discourse that goes beyond the language of individual choice and rights. It 

posits that “locating women’s autonomy and self-determination in human rights rather than in 

individual rights and privacy gives a more inclusive and realistic account of both autonomy and 

what is required to ensure that all women have it” (Fried, Ross, Solinger, 2013). 

Framing abortion through a reproductive justice lens also has practical applications to 

abortion activism. Rather than “shape [their] political strategies to make them more palatable to 

those with a different agenda”, reproductive justice advocates argue that an intersectional and 

inclusive lens “enables [them] to shape [their] particular piece of the advocacy in ways that 

support each other’s work, without undermining [their] common long-term goals and values, and 

without sacrificing any group’s human rights for the political expediency of achieving limited 

gains” (Fried, Ross, Solinger, 2013). By grounding activism in a framework that recognizes the 

intersection of social justice and reproductive issues in women’s lived experiences, reproductive 
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justice places the needs of the most marginalized at the forefront of its activism (Fried, Ross, 

Solinger, 2013). 

Using a reproductive justice framework to shape my understanding of abortion allows me 

to bring my analysis to a deeper level than a framework centered on individual choice, and to 

make connections to other ongoing social justice issues in Ireland such as migrant and housing 

rights. The aim of using a reproductive justice framework is not purely to criticize and oppose 

choice-centered abortion advocacy, but to highlight the ways in which abortion advocacy can be 

improved to serve all women equally.   

Using this framework, I will now review the existing research on women’s experiences 

accessing abortion both legally and illegally. The purpose of this review is not only to 

demonstrate the importance of the social climate on women’s experiences, but also to highlight 

the lack of literature in this area of research. 

Experiences of Accessing Abortion 

While there is extensive literature on abortion discourse, there is limited research on 

women’s lived experiences of abortion beyond its potential psychological impacts. In this 

section, I will review the existing research on women’s experiences accessing abortion services 

both legally and illegally. The purpose here is to demonstrate that the legality or ‘legitimacy’ of 

abortion services does not determine women’s experiences and to highlight the importance of 

other factors such as social perception and social and professional support. 

First, I will review literature on women’s experiences of accessing illegal abortion 

services or travelling outside of their countries for abortion, then I will review literature on 
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access to legal abortion. I will primarily be reviewing literature conducted in Western countries, 

as abortion discourse in these countries is primarily rooted in the same cultural ideas around 

gender and sexuality as discussed in the background section. 

Illegal or informal abortions, in Western industrialized countries, include any methods or 

tools to terminate a pregnancy, accessed in contexts where abortion is criminalized, and/or 

highly stigmatized. Because informal abortions are not conducted in a clinical setting, it is 

difficult to recruit research participants who have undergone such procedures. The difficulty in 

recruiting participants who have undergone informal abortions is further exacerbated by the 

potential risk posed to participants, who could face severe social or legal consequences if 

exposed for having had an abortion. 

Most of the research on women’s experiences of informal abortions centers on 

stigmatization. Indeed, the question of whether an experience of an informal abortion could be a 

positive or neutral experience is rarely raised in the literature, let alone answered. Sally Sheldon, 

in her article Empowerment and Privacy? Home Use of Abortion Pills in the Republic of Ireland, 

explores how some women relate their experiences accessing illegal abortion pills to feelings of 

empowerment (2018). Leaning on a qualitative study, conducted in 2017, on Irish women’s 

experiences travelling abroad and using telemedicine services to access abortion, Sheldon argues 

that the privacy offered by a self-induced, at-home abortion provides a feeling of autonomy to 

some women (Aiken et al., 2017; Sheldon, 2018). Specifically with the use of abortion pills, the 

power to self-induce an abortion lies entirely in the hands of the woman, without permission or 

supervision; the privacy ensured by at-home abortion also gives women the choice of whether or 

not to divulge their decision to terminate a pregnancy (Sheldon, 2018; Aiken et al., 2017). 

Sheldon argues that the empowerment described by participants stemmed from decentering the 
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role of the medical expert and replacing the trust and power in the hands of women to “take a 

greater degree of control of their own abortions and, more generally, to safeguard their own 

health” (2018). 

The influence of decentering the medical expert on women’s experiences is echoed in the 

other limited research on women’s experiences of informal abortions. Julia McReynolds-Perez 

provides an interesting analysis on how insider activists operating from within a health clinic in 

Argentina, where abortion was previously illegal except for extenuating circumstances, used 

“diagnostic categories derived from women's narratives” to broaden the interpretation of legal 

abortion (2017). These medical professionals reversed the typical medical process of applying 

pre-existing diagnostic categories to patients’ medical histories, and instead rooted diagnoses in a 

framework that prioritizes women’s autonomy (McReynolds-Perez, 2017). To do so, they framed 

the denial of a woman’s bodily autonomy, caused by forcing her to continue an unwanted 

pregnancy, as a risk to her bio-psycho-social health, thus legally justifying an abortion 

(McReynolds-Perez, 2017). In this way, they decentered the role of medical and legal 

institutions, and placed bodily autonomy in the center of their framework of abortion. 

However, both of these studies were focused on women who accessed abortions through 

reproductive justice organizations, whether it be a group of medical professionals or Women On 

Web (McReynolds-Perez, 2017; Aiken et al., 2017). In a study on women’s experiences with the 

illegal abortifacient Cytotec in Brazil, researchers found that the women cited privacy and 

autonomy as their reasons for opting for this form of abortion (Arilha, Barbosa, 1993). However, 

most of the women described their experience as negative, due to unforeseen side effects and 

lack of information (Arilha, Barbosa, 1993). 
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Even when informal abortions are accessed through organizations, lack of medical and 

emotional support is a commonly reported aspect of women’s experiences. Indeed, Aiken et al. 

reported that a quarter of their participants lacked emotional and medical support after abortion, 

which online organizations, such as Women On Web, are unable to provide (2017). However, 

Sheldon argues that levels of misinformation about self-administered abortion are often over-

exaggerated, and organizations such as Women On Web provide both information and a sense of 

community that can foster a sense of support and solidarity (2018). For the group of medical 

professionals in Argentina, the lack of information on how to self-administer abortifacients was a 

primary concern and reason for their re-imagining of diagnostic categories for abortion 

(McReynolds-Perez, 2017). 

Despite the concerns about the safety of self-administration, what this research 

demonstrates is that accessing abortion, even in the case where it is illegal, can sometimes be an 

empowering experience for some women. This empowerment comes from the placing of power 

in the hands of women, rather than in those of the medical experts or the State. Interestingly, 

there is little research to be found on empowerment in the context of legal abortions. There is, 

however, a substantial amount of research of abortion and stigmatization in the context of both 

formal and informal abortions. 

In 2016, a team of researchers conducted a meta-analysis of all of the qualitative and 

quantitative studies that addressed “experiences of individuals subjected to abortion stigma, 

public attitudes that stigmatize women who have had abortions or interventions aimed at 

managing abortion stigma” (Hanschmidt, Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 2016). Their 

search yielded fourteen studies, seven of which explored women’s experiences of either 

perceived, internalized or enacted stigma (Hanschmidt, Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 
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2016). The studies reported that the most commonly cited sources of stigma were “society” or a 

woman’s community, medical and religious institutions, and political and legislative bodies 

(Hanschmidt, Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 2016). 

This meta-analysis provides interesting, but hardly surprising information about women’s 

experiences of abortion-related stigma. Women experience internalized stigma and feelings of 

guilt and shame when they believe that their community would have a negative opinion of them 

for having an abortion, or when they themselves have a negative opinion of abortion 

(Hanschmidt, Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 2016). Social perception and access to 

social support are the most important factors in a woman’s experience of accessing abortion, 

while legal and medical institutions only affect these experiences to a lesser extent (Hanschmidt, 

Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 2016). Additionally, the reason for termination plays an 

important role, as some abortions (for example, in the case of a life-threatening pregnancy) are 

seen as more acceptable than others, regardless of social perception or legality (Hanschmidt, 

Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 2016). 

The meta-analysis further underscores the importance of social support in women’s 

experiences of abortion. In order to manage or avoid stigma, many women reported an 

unwillingness to disclose their abortion to their loved ones or communities, or seek professional 

support or aftercare (Hanschmidt, Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 2016). The importance 

of social support is echoed in Mary Boyle and Jane McEvoy’s research on women from Northern 

Ireland (where abortion regulation was previously extremely restrictive), which found that 

women travelling to the United Kingdom for abortion services experienced fear, shame, and a 

reluctance to seek aftercare due to the negative social perception of abortion in Northern Ireland 

(1998). In the article I mentioned previously, Sheldon argues that while the use of the abortion 
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pills can provide privacy, the line between privacy and secrecy can be blurred, contributing to 

the stigmatization of abortion (2018). The forced secrecy of abortions, Sheldon argues, can lead 

to feelings of isolation and shame, as it “denies the legitimation of legal and medical sanction, 

thus risking compounding the stigmatization” (2018). There is an interesting dichotomy here, 

between the autonomy and power offered with privacy, and the shame and stigma associated 

with forced secrecy. 

There is very little research to date on women’s experiences of abortion shortly after 

legalization. This kind of research provides insight on the influence of political and legislative 

bodies on women’s experiences of abortion. Cardenas et al.’s study examined attitudes of 

abortion clients and health care providers two years after decriminalization of abortion in 

Uruguay to determine whether legalization had led to a shift in attitudes (2017). The authors 

found that both clients and providers were content with the legalization of abortion, but claimed 

the stigmatization of abortion was ongoing (Cardenas et al., 2017). This research provides an 

example of how the decriminalization of abortion can lead to a shift in social perception over 

time, but that it is not the only factor influencing the social climate around abortion. In this case, 

it appears that social perceptions of abortion still led to the stigmatization of women for 

accessing this service. 

Researchers have conducted similar studies in other countries where abortion has been 

legalized or decriminalized in the past fifteen years (Schwandt et al., 2013; Amado, Garcia, 

Cristancho, Salas, Hauzeur, 2010; DePineres et al., 2017), though few of these studies center on 

the experiences of the women accessing abortion. In Schwandt et al.’s study on women’s 

experience in Ghana, the researchers found that health care professionals often reproduced 

stigmatizing discourse around abortion, creating an additional barrier to access (2013). Research 
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in Colombia has also demonstrated that despite the decriminalization of abortion in 2006, women 

are continually denied abortion services and often face legal and social obstacles to accessing it 

(Amado, Garcia, Cristancho, Salas, Hauzeur, 2010; DePineres et al., 2017). Both these studies 

indicate that the legalization of abortion does not necessarily lead to a change in the social 

climate or the stigmatization of abortion. This is especially true in these cases as the partial 

legislation for legal abortion allowed medical professionals to deny services, or did not penalize 

them for doing so (Amado, Garcia, Cristancho, Salas, Hauzeur, 2010; DePineres et al., 2017). 

The search for literature on countries where abortion has been recently legalized or 

decriminalized yielded limited results. This is a gap in the research, perhaps explained by the 

assumption that legalization is the final step in eradicating abortion stigma or barriers to abortion 

access when evidently, this is not the case.  

Indeed, this is exemplified through Canada, where abortion was legalized in 1969 and 

decriminalized in 1988. While there are no criminal sanctions against providing abortion in 

Canada, and the Canada Health Act recognizes abortion as a medically necessary service, 

barriers to abortion access still exist across the country (Hopper, 2013). Currently, only one in 

six hospitals in Canada offer abortion, and most abortion providers are located in urban centers, 

forcing those in rural communities to travel long distances to access abortion (Abortion Rights 

Coalition of Canada, 2017). Furthermore, abortion clinics are not fully funded despite providing 

a medically necessary service, which presents a financial barrier to lower-income Canadians 

(Abortion Rights Coalition of Canada, 2020). The current barriers to abortion access in Canada 

demonstrate that legalization does not guarantee equally accessible abortion.  

The current international research on abortion post-decriminalization demonstrates two 

important points: first, there is a need for more women-centered research on experiences of 
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abortion post-decriminalization. Second, it is clear that the legalization of abortion does not 

necessarily equate to better access to safe, legal abortion.  Even after decriminalization, it is 

imperative to continue to study how the social climate around abortion is facilitating or 

constraining women’s experiences. 

Based on the limited research available on women’s experiences of both formal and 

informal abortion, it is clear that there is a wide variety in women’s experiences that cannot be 

simplified into the categories of “stigmatizing” and “empowering”. In the context of illegal or 

informal abortions, many women feel empowered by the autonomy and privacy offered by self-

induced abortions. However, research also indicates that many women experience stigma or 

feelings of shame and guilt, due to negative social perception of abortion. In both informal and 

formal contexts, a primary concern is access to medical information and support, and to a social 

support network. While the support may be available in the context where abortion is legal, 

women still report unwillingness to seek out these resources to avoid stigma. 

Looking at this research within a reproductive justice framework, it is clear that there is a 

need for research that explores women’s experiences with abortion in the wider context of social 

justice. This kind of research would take into account the context within which women make 

reproductive decisions and ground the research in women’s lived experiences of their social 

positionality. While the literature clearly demonstrates the importance of social perception and 

social support, more research is needed on how access to abortion is impacted by factors such as 

economic, political and social barriers. The literature on abortion as an empowering experience, 

where the empowerment is rooted in autonomy and women’s lived experiences, shows promise 

for the future of abortion advocacy within a reproductive justice framework, because it suggests 



39 
 

 
 

that abortion research, activism and legislation under a reproductive justice framework can lead 

to more empowering experiences of accessing abortion. 

Feminist Discourses on Abortion 

For the final section of my literature review, I will examine how abortion is framed 

within certain strands of feminist theory. My theoretical approach to my research is feminism, 

and feminist discourse around abortion has shifted significantly across time. Today, most 

abortion activism is rooted in feminist ideas that frame a woman’s body as a site of political 

power, and women as agents of this power and knowledge. Thus, it is important to place feminist 

thought about abortion in its historical context and examine how feminist abortion discourse has 

informed modern abortion activism. 

First, it is important to recognize that feminist thought on abortion has evolved 

significantly over the past few decades. In the 1960s, the women’s health movement was at the 

center of mainstream feminist discourse about abortion. In this context, feminist discourses about 

abortion were rooted in liberal, white feminism that did not take an intersectional or inclusive 

approach to reproductive rights (Nelson, 2003). Organizers within the women’s health 

movement advocated for abortion rights as a single issue and failed to contextualize the right to 

choose within the social context of reproductive choices (Nelson, 2003). The women’s health 

movement was primarily centered on the needs of white women who sought the right to choose 

an abortion (Nelson, 2003). 

The movement was heavily critiqued by women of color in the community and in 

feminist academia; they argued that issues of population control through involuntary 

sterilization, and issues of accessible and affordable healthcare could not be separated from 
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abortion rights (Nelson, 2003). In the 1960s, Black feminist scholars argued that State-mandated 

population control efforts were a guise for population reduction in poor and racialized 

communities, and thus inherently against the interests of these communities (Nelson, 2003). 

Black feminists and activists also criticized the reproductive health movement and white 

feminism for its failure to address the intersecting social forces that shaped the reproductive 

decisions of Black women. The Combahee River Collective, in “A Black Feminist Statement”, 

argued that “sexual politics under patriarchy is as pervasive in black women’s lives as are the 

politics of class and race” (The Combahee River Collective, 1977). Black feminists and activists 

identified the need for reproductive justice activism that addressed issues of gender, race, and 

class simultaneously, as they were experienced by women of colour (The Combahee River 

Collective, 1977). Indeed, these activists sought for women’s rights to control their reproductive 

abilities, both by accessing abortion and by having the means to bear and raise a healthy child 

(Nelson, 2003). Angela Davis, in “Women, Race, & Class”, emphasized the need for a “broad 

campaign to defend the reproductive rights of all women— and especially those women whose 

economic circumstances often compel them to relinquish the right to reproduction itself” (1981). 

Black feminist critique of the women’s health movement emphasized the intertwinement of 

intersecting social forces that shape reproductive decisions, and called for a movement that took 

into account issues such as race and class, to serve all women rather than middle-class white 

women. This critique highlighted how the women’s health movement oversimplified discourse 

around abortion and overemphasized reproductive choices over reproductive rights and led to 

increasingly radical approaches to abortion discourse in feminist academia and activism 

throughout the next few decades. 
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In “Seizing the Means of Reproduction: Entanglements of Feminism, Health, and 

Technoscience”, Michelle Murphy explores how some feminists in the 1970s organized to 

develop alternative means of using technoscientific knowledge and tools to practice women’s 

reproductive health interventions (2012). In the 1970s and 1980s, feminists organized self-help 

clinics designed to re-appropriate and politicize technoscientific and biomedical practices 

(Murphy, 2012). These consciousness-raising groups grew out of the critiques of the first-wave 

feminist approach to abortion advocacy and represented an alternative approach from the 

mainstream women’s reproductive health movement (Nelson, 2003). Murphy describes these 

self-help clinics as “protocol feminism”, a feminism rooted in the assembly of set knowledge, 

tools and practices to share between women with the goal of demystifying reproductive health 

(2012). In these self-help clinics, the protocols ranged from developing more intimate knowledge 

of one’s reproductive anatomy, to pregnancy tests, and abortion (Murphy, 2012). A crucial 

element of the success of protocol feminism in the context of abortion activism was that it was 

easily disseminated and reproduced, removing any need for a medical professional (Murphy, 

2012). 

The reproductive health movement (also known as the women’s health movement) has 

been criticized for its failure to acknowledge other factors than sex inequality that affect 

reproductive politics, such as racial power dynamics, and the movement’s reduction of women’s 

health to reproductive health, essentially reinforcing the idea that a woman is defined by her 

ability to reproduce (Murphy, 2012). However, Murphy highlights how protocol feminism and 

the self-help clinics of the 1970s recognized women’s reproductive health as a site of political 

power, forming a counter-conduct cultural movement to place that power in the hands of women 

(Murphy, 2012). They did so by sharing reproductive health practices and technologies, such as 
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self-induced abortion, thus removing the authority of the medical expert over women’s bodies 

(Murphy, 2012). These feminists employed an epistemological framework that was rooted in 

embodied knowledge and situated women as both the subject and object of their technoscientific 

practice (Murphy, 2012). 

Like Murphy, Rosalind Petchesky argues that above all, feminist discourse on abortion is 

concerned with the material and social conditions around abortion (1990). Petchesky emphasizes 

that feminist thought about abortion, though it has varied across historical contexts, is rooted in 

both the assertion of women’s bodily integrity and autonomy and the shifting of social relations 

of reproduction (1990). The social and material conditions within which women make 

reproductive choices are shaped by state, corporate and medical interests, and social forces such 

as race and class (Petchesky, 1990). 

Petchesky posits that feminist thought about abortion must “[stress] changes in the social 

relations of reproduction and [stress] women’s control over their bodies” (1990). These two ideas 

can be contradictory, as the suggestion that a woman should have complete control over her 

reproductive health can readily slip into the reduction of women to their reproductive bodies 

(1990). Furthermore, Petchesky argues that while the ultimate goal of the feminist effort to 

interrupt traditional social relations of reproduction is to introduce men into these relations on an 

equal basis, for instance by advocating for equal sharing of childrearing responsibilities, 

frameworks of reproductive freedom must be rooted in women’s lived experience of 

socioeconomic and cultural conditions (1990). This means that feminist abortion advocacy must 

be equally as concerned with the right to abortion as with the right to bear children, or the right 

to raise children in equal social conditions (Petchesky, 1990). 
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Finally, Petchesky argues that liberal feminist though has too easily taken up discursive 

ideas that frame abortion as a private choice and a necessary evil, because they are more 

politically persuasive (1990). She argues that during the women’s health movement of the 1960s, 

feminist discourse around abortion was centered around bodily autonomy, but starting in the late 

1970s more mainstream feminists were framing abortion as a necessary evil that could 

eventually be eliminated with better access to contraceptives (Petchesky, 1990). The negative 

impacts of liberal feminist approaches to abortion politics are echoed by Jeannie Suk in her 

article on the role of trauma in abortion discourse, specifically in a legal context (2010). Suk 

argues that beginning in the 1970s, feminists integrated ideas of trauma into abortion discourse 

within a wider narrative of women being subject to male violence such as domestic and sexual 

abuse (2010). In this framework, women are framed as passive subjects to male violence, and 

abortion is seen as a necessary form of self-inflicted trauma that women practice to escape the 

consequences of male violence (Petchesky, 1990). 

Such narratives are born out of the idealization of motherhood and the moralization of 

women’s sexuality, and do not consider how the social conditions surrounding abortion 

contribute to the traumatic nature of some women’s experiences of abortion (Petchesky, 1990). 

Furthermore, the framing of abortion as inherently traumatic in some strands of feminist 

discourse has inadvertently contributed to anti-abortion rhetoric, which is rooted in sexist and 

patriarchal ideas of women as inherently subordinate and in need of protection (Suk, 2010). 

Petchesky calls instead for a feminist discourse that frames abortion as a “necessary, though far 

from sufficient, condition for women’s essential right and need, not only for bodily health and 

self-determination, but also for control over their work, their sexuality, their relations with 

others” (1990). 
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While feminist discourses of abortion have varied across historical and cultural contexts, 

the idea of bodily autonomy has remained central to most feminist thought on this issue. This is 

evident in the self-help clinics, where women were encouraged to reclaim authority over their 

reproductive bodies and health (Murphy, 2012). It is also evident in Petchesky’s argument, 

which contextualizes the issue of bodily autonomy within the social conditions that shape 

women’s lives (1990). Over the past five decades the importance of bodily autonomy has 

remained at the center of feminist abortion advocacy, although as Petchesky and Suk 

highlighted, there has been a tendency in feminist organizing to oversimplify the issue of 

abortion as a strategic means of gaining political support. When this occurs, it is often at the risk 

of further marginalizing and erasing those whose social conditions present the biggest barrier to 

reproductive justice, such as racialized or working-class women. For instance, partial legislation 

for the legalization of abortion may not take into account economic barriers that prevent poor 

and working-class women from accessing abortion services. Thus, while abortion may be legal, 

it is still inaccessible for those who would be most impacted by the financial burden of having a 

child. 

The final element of feminist discourse around abortion that I consider important to my 

own feminist analysis is Donna Haraway’s concept of situated knowledge (1988). In “Situated 

Knowledges: The science questions in feminism and the privilege of partial perspective”, 

Haraway argues against conventional concepts of objectivity, arguing instead for “faithful 

[accounts] of the real world” through an amalgamation of situated, embodied perspectives 

(1988). While Haraway’s work does not focus explicitly on reproductive politics, she argues for 

a framework of knowledge rooted in embodied and lived experiences, situated at the 

intersections of social identities that are shaped by particular historical contexts (1988).   
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Situated knowledge emphasizes the importance of placing experiences within a specific 

context (Haraway, 1988). In this way, an experience cannot be understood as separate from the 

intersecting forces that create the conditions for the experience (Haraway, 1988). This idea is 

also taken up within frameworks of reproductive justice, as these emphasize that reproductive 

choices are defined by the conditions in which people make those choices (Fried, Ross, Solinger, 

2013).  Thus, a feminist approach to abortion politics is one that is rooted in women’s everyday 

experiences and situates these experiences in the context of the intersecting social forces that 

shape them. Using an intersectional feminist approach to reproductive advocacy allows for a 

deeper understanding of the conditions in which people make reproductive choices, and thus 

informs and strengthens advocacy for people who are most constrained by unjust reproductive 

politics.  

The literature I reviewed in this section provides an overview of how abortion politics 

and advocacy are shaped by the frameworks within which we understand abortion. These 

frameworks also shape women’s experiences of abortion, as the literature demonstrates that 

social perceptions of, and discourses around abortion are a crucial influence on women’s 

experiences of abortion. Depending on the perceived social climate around abortion, the 

literature shows that women can either experience stigmatization and shame, or a sense of 

empowerment and social support. Feminist advocacy around abortion, which aims to shift the 

social climate around abortion and achieve reproductive freedom, has evolved over the past few 

decades. The current literature suggests that a reproductive justice framework of abortion aims 

for a more inclusive abortion advocacy that is rooted in the social context of women’s lives. 

Abortion advocacy, within a reproductive justice framework, has the potential not only to create 

political and legislative change that insists on equally accessible abortion services, but also to 
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shift mainstream discourses around abortion to reflect women’s lived realities. Such discursive 

changes then impact women’s experiences of abortion on a larger scale than legislative changes.  
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Chapter 4 

Methods  

Interviews 

I designed my project with the intention to produce research that would reflect real 

experiences of the social climate around abortion in Ireland, as honestly as possible. At the 

beginning of the research design process, very little research had been published about the 

Repeal campaign or abortion in Ireland post-legalization. Even before the Repeal of the Eighth 

Amendment, there was not much literature that specifically focused on Irish women’s 

experiences of accessing abortion at all. To fill this gap in the literature, and answer my research 

questions, I decided that interviews were the ideal method. In-depth interviews are a useful 

method for “exploring the ways in which participants experience and construct their lives” (Yeo, 

Legard, Keegan, Ward, McNaughton Nicholls, Lewis, 2014). Interviews give researchers a 

window into a participant’s unique point of view and foster a deeper understanding of both the 

participant’s experiences and the meanings that they attribute to them (Yeo et al., 2014).  

My research project is grounded in feminist theory, and the interview has been a very 

popular method in feminist scholarship since the 1980s. Feminist paradigms are concerned with 

producing research that centers, problematizes and validates women’s experiences, rather than 

fitting women into pre-existing research paradigms that do not reflect them (Roberts, 1981; 

Hawaray, 1988). Feminist research is grounded in women’s experiences (recognizing that 

women’s experiences are multiplicitous), conducted with the purpose of providing answers to 

women, and designed in a way that situates the researcher’s subjective point of view within the 

research, rather than claiming absolute objectivity (Harding, 1987).  
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In Donna Haraway’s “Situated Knowledges: The science questions in feminism and the 

privilege of perspective”, she writes that while feminist research cannot and does not aim to 

claim absolute objectivity, it can produce “faithful [accounts] of the real world” through an 

amalgamation of situated, embodied perspectives (1988). In other words, feminist research 

allows for theorization about women’s experiences through the building and gathering of situated 

knowledges. Interviews serve as a collection tool for women’s situated knowledge about their 

social experiences, to create better understanding of women’s experiences as a whole. This 

makes it clear why the interview is an ideal method of feminist research, as it is a method 

inherently grounded in women’s experiences.   

The feminist interviewer seeks to create and maintain a non-hierarchical relationship with 

the participant, wherein both the researcher and the participant share their experiences openly 

(Oakley, 1981). While I felt confident that my research was grounded in women’s experiences 

and served the purpose of providing information and analysis to Irish women, I felt unsure in my 

role as the researcher within the interview. It seemed slightly unrealistic to create a non-

hierarchical, reciprocal relationship with someone whom I had only been in contact with for a 

few weeks over email. I didn’t want to feel like I was forcing a sense of rapport and reciprocity, 

which defeats the entire purpose of the non-hierarchical, equal and honest relationship ascribed 

to feminist interviewing (Duncombe & Jessop, 2002; Thwaites 2017).  

The situating of the researcher’s subjectivity within the research is an integral part of 

conducting feminist interviews. Together, the researcher and participant co-construct meaningful 

data through the interview and aim to share their subjectivities and experiences on an equal 

playing field (Yeo et al., 2014). This process is an effort to deconstruct the traditional power 

dynamic between the researcher and the participant and allows for a non-hierarchical relationship 
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between the two people in conversation (Harding, 1987). While it felt unrealistic to create an 

immediate sense of rapport with each participant, placing my own subjectivity within the 

research allowed a natural sense of rapport to build throughout the interview. Sharing some 

personal details and my own opinions, regardless of whether they aligned with those of the 

participant, are some examples of how I intentionally placed myself within the interviews. This 

was an important part of my research design, and I sought to place myself within each interview 

as best as I could. 

I decided to conduct semi-structured interviews with the participants. The flexibility of 

the semi-structured interview allows participants to share as much as they felt comfortable with, 

and to take the interview in the direction that they see as most relevant to their own experiences 

(Arthur, Mitchell, Lewis, McNaughton Nicholls, 2014). This was very useful, because each 

participant interpreted the questions differently and brought her own insight into the discussion. 

Some participants were very guided by ideas of race and class, and others were more focused on 

the actual practices of advocacy within the Repeal movement. One participant’s interview was 

shaped by the idea of framing the issue of abortion in the Irish language. The semi-structured 

approach to the interviews led to some fascinating points that I hadn’t even thought of 

incorporating into my research but became central to my analysis. However, having such a wide 

range of data made it difficult to find common themes across the interviews in the data analysis 

stage.  

My research study consisted of seven interviews with seven different women, all 

involved in different capacities in the Repeal campaign. I conducted seven interviews over the 

period of three months. I interviewed Irish women who were involved in the Repeal campaign in 

a variety of capacities, from university students who got involved through their schools, to 
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professors, to grassroots activist leaders. I intended for the participants to be as representative of 

as much diversity within the Repeal movement as possible.  

 

Interview Guide 

I created an interview guide to provide the interviews with some structure, and to serve as 

a starting point for discussion. To create the guides, I began by mapping out all of the topics that 

I hoped to cover in the interviews (Arthur, Mitchell, Lewis, McNaughton Nicholls, 2014). I 

quickly realized I had too many topics to be covered in a one-hour interview, so I returned to my 

research questions and created a new map of topics. My second version of this exercise produced 

topics that were less specific and more open-ended. I then grouped these topics into three 

sections, and created questions for each of them. The questions were designed to be as open-

ended as possible, to allow the participants to interpret the questions and shape their responses 

from their own experiences (Arthur, Mitchell, Lewis, McNaughton Nicholls, 2014). The 

questions were also designed with language that was as neutral as possible. I wanted to avoid a 

situation where the wording of the questions framed the responses of the participants or caused a 

negative reaction in a participant. This was especially important to me in the questions directly 

regarding abortion, as I wanted to encourage the participants to discuss and define abortion in 

whatever way they wanted to, without introducing morally-weighted language that might shape 

their responses.  

The final interview guide consisted of three sections, with a general question at the 

beginning for the participant to introduce themself and their relationship to the Repeal campaign. 

The questions were then divided into three sections, concerning abortion itself, the Repeal 

campaign, and the participants’ experiences post-Repeal campaign. I hoped that organizing the 
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questions and sections in a somewhat chronological order would help guide the discussion and 

place it in a “then-vs-now” framework. It seemed to work well, and I let each participant know 

ahead of time that this is how I organized the sections.  

The original interview guide was used in all of the interviews, however I rephrased, 

removed, or added certain questions throughout the research collection process. At the end of 

each interview, I asked the participants if they had any questions, further comments, or feedback 

for me. This was helpful, as some of them did suggest adding in new topics of discussion that 

they thought were relevant to the research project. During the interviews, participants sometimes 

asked me to repeat or rephrase questions, which signaled to me that the question might be poorly 

phrased or too similar to a previous question.  

In my first few interviews, I found that the language in some questions was overly 

specific or academic, which limited the responses from the participants. For example, one of my 

questions asked about a participant’s experiences of the “social climate around abortion”. When 

a participant asked me to explain the question, I struggled to think of another way to phrase 

“social climate”. I worried that it put my participant in an uncomfortable position, so I made a 

note in my field notes for future interviews to have a list of other ways to ask that question.  

In most of the interviews, I found that the participant responses to the interview guide 

questions organically transitioned from one question into the next or that participants would 

answer several questions in their response to one. This gave me confidence that my decision to 

order my questions in somewhat chronological sections was well made, because the conversation 

felt natural, instead of stilted (Arthur, Mitchell, Lewis, McNaughton Nicholls, 2014). Oftentimes, 

participants would answer two questions in their response to one. At first, I wasn’t sure what to 

do when this happened, so I asked the second question despite their response. However, doing so 



52 
 

 
 

felt repetitive and I worried that it gave the impression that I hadn’t been listening. When this 

occurred again, I skipped over questions that had already been answered in a response to a 

different question, to avoid repetition.  

In each interview, I set out to let the participant shape the discussion organically, and to 

offer any ideas or topics of discussion that they saw as relevant to the research. This was 

extremely beneficial to my research, as participants often brought up information that I hadn’t 

previously known. For example, in a discussion of the Repeal campaign with a participant who 

was active in grassroots organizing, she made me aware of the shift in campaign messaging after 

the Together For Yes group had been established as the ‘mainstream’ campaign. This led to me 

to do more research on this topic after the interview and allowed me to discuss it with other 

participants in future interviews. That became a key part of my analysis and would not have been 

possible without a flexible structure in the interview. At the end of each interview, I asked the 

participant if they had anything they would like to add to the discussion. I was surprised to find 

that most of the participants did have something to add. In some cases, it was a suggestion for 

further research or a fact that they found relevant. Some participants gave a final message, about 

their involvement in the campaign and why they thought this research was important. These 

answers made me feel more confident that the research was relevant and meaningful to the 

participants, and that they were excited to be a part of the process.  

 

Participants 

Seven women participated in my research project. Originally, I sought to interview Irish 

women between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five years old, who had accessed abortion 

services prior to the Repeal of the Eighth Amendment. My initial rationale was that women who 
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had accessed abortion would have had firsthand experience of the pre-Repeal social climate 

around abortion, and that women within this age group were more likely to be present on social 

media, where a lot of the Repeal campaign messaging was disseminated. However, after 

reaching out to several organizations involved in abortion advocacy in Ireland, I received 

feedback that led me to amend my criteria for participants. I had underestimated people’s 

hesitance to speak openly about having accessed abortion abroad or via illegal abortion pills, 

even with the promise of anonymity. Also, organizers informed me that those most likely to 

speak out about their experience of accessing abortion pre-Repeal would most likely be older 

than the set age demographic. Organizers reasoned that older women would have had more time 

being involved in abortion activism and thus would have had more access to the information and 

support that would empower them to share their stories.  

I shifted my participant demographics by removing the age requirements and focusing on 

women who had been heavily involved in the campaign to Repeal the Eighth Amendment. I 

wanted to speak with women who had been organizers within the movement, because I assumed 

that they would have been more tuned into discourses around abortion before, during, and after 

the campaign, than the average Irish woman. I also hoped that they would have had experience 

either accessing abortion themselves or guiding others through the process of accessing abortion.  

I didn’t specify the kind or level of involvement in activism required for participation. I 

wanted my research project to capture a picture of a variety of different forms of activism within 

the movement at a specific point in time. The participants in this study represented a range of 

perspectives and experiences of the campaign to Repeal the Eighth. When recruiting participants, 

I tried to reach out to organizations that were specific to a certain population. For example, some 

of the participants were able to speak to their advocacy for people with disabilities, working class 
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people, people who had migrated to Ireland, or people who speak Irish. I hoped that this would 

help create a less homogenous representation of Ireland and add nuance to my analysis of the 

research data.  

I personally had relationships with two of the participants. While one of them was a more 

distant friend, one of them was a close friend with whom I had had previous discussions about 

abortion and the Repeal campaign. At first, I was concerned that our friendship would affect the 

interview. I was worried that our familiarity and my position of power as the researcher would 

put her in an uncomfortable position, where she felt compelled to share personal information 

because of our friendship. I also did not want our familiarity to have the opposite effect, where 

she felt as if she did not have to elaborate on a topic because we had discussed it before. 

However, I found that our friendship actually reduced the power dynamic that is usually present 

in research settings, and the research setting allowed us to have a deeper conversation about our 

activism. I learned new things about her advocacy and the personal meaning of the Repeal 

campaign in her life. 

All but one of my participants were born and raised in Ireland. One of the participants 

was Italian, but she migrated to Ireland and has been living in Ireland for ten years as a professor 

at a university. When I included Irishness as a qualifying characteristic for participation in this 

research, I originally imagined this meaning people who were born and raised in Ireland. This 

research project has been an opportunity for me to unlearn what it means to be Irish. Non-Irish 

nationals represented 11% of the Irish population in 2016 (CSO, 2016), and are sorely 

underrepresented in discourse around abortion and reproductive justice in Ireland. I will discuss 

this more at length in my analysis section.  
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Recruitment 

I originally planned to recruit participants through social media. I had planned on sending 

out the recruitment poster via the mailing lists of several abortion activist organizations across 

Ireland. I anticipated that this would yield a large number of responses. However, I was not able 

to recruit any participants through this method. While these organizations had a significant 

online platform and a large following on social media (Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter), there 

was very little activity and engagement on these platforms after the Eighth Amendment was 

repealed. Because the campaign was over, many of the organizations that I contacted were 

inactive and non-responsive. This was surprising to me, as the campaign to legalize abortion in 

Northern Ireland was ongoing at the time. Several activist organizations were continuing to use 

their online platforms to organize for the North, but a majority of the pages I contacted were no 

longer active.  

The organizations that did send out the recruitment poster via their mailing lists received 

no replies. This may have been because the activists within these organizations were focusing 

their efforts on organizing for Northern Ireland. I spoke with one of the leading organizers within 

one of the organizations that had distributed my poster. They informed me that they didn’t think 

that I would hear from many people, as they would likely not want their name associated with 

my research. After this conversation, I changed my approach to recruitment.   

Using purposive sampling, I reached out directly to individual activists. This required 

more effort on my part but yielded much better results. I read through dozens of articles about 

the Repeal campaign and tried to find contact information for the activists mentioned in the 

articles. I also went through this process with any active organizations or websites related to 

Repeal. As more articles about the Repeal campaign were published post-legalization, I 
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contacted their authors about participating as well.  I hoped that if people were willing to be 

featured in an article, or sit on the board for an organization, or author a research article, they 

would be more willing to share their experience with me. I found four of my participants through 

reaching out via email.  

In the recruitment emails (Appendix A), I shared the Combined Letter of Information and 

Consent Form (Appendix C) and a short paragraph about myself and my research project. If 

potential participants replied with any questions, I sent them another email answering their 

questions and encouraging them to reach out with any further concerns.  

I also used my own social network to recruit three participants. I knew two of the 

participants prior to starting this research project and reached out to them to gage their interest in 

participating. I had seen their activism through social media, so I knew they were involved in 

Repeal campaigning. Both of them were enthusiastic and agreed to participate. Through one of 

these participants, I recruited a third participant, someone whom they had worked with in the 

Repeal campaign.  

The participants came from a range of different places within Ireland, from small towns 

in Monaghan, to the capital city of Dublin. This was important to me, as the huge range in 

community sizes reflected the range of different issues relating to abortion in Ireland. In some 

communities, there are issues of access to facilities that provide abortion services. In 

communities with smaller populations, there are also issues of anonymity and privacy, which 

aren’t present in bigger cities. I was able to reach participants from a range of communities in 

Ireland because I conducted my interviews over the phone. This allowed me to facilitate 

interviews without requiring travel on either my part or the part of the participants.  
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Interviewing Online 

Originally, I had wanted to conduct the interviews in person. I frequently travel to Ireland 

and hoped that my data collection stage would overlap with my time in Ireland. However, this 

wasn’t possible, and I resorted to conducting interviews over Skype. At first, I was disappointed, 

as in-person interviewing is often thought of as the preferred method of conducting interviews 

(Yeo et al., 2014). Face to face interviewing is thought to yield more ‘natural’ discussion 

between the researcher and the participant, leading to better rapport-building between the two 

(Shuy, 2003; Irvine, Drew, Sainsbury, 2012). In-person interviewing also allows for the 

interpretation of visual cues, such as facial expressions, which can encourage more elaborate and 

thoughtful responses from participants (Shuy, 2003; Irvine et al., 2012; Yeo et al., 2014). Finally, 

in-person interviews are perceived as less labor-intensive for the interviewer and the participant, 

which leads to more accurate results and less fatigue for both parties (Shuy, 2003; Novick, 

2008). I was also concerned that, because the topic of discussion in the interviews would be 

“sensitive”, the negative effects of conducting interviews over the phone would be exacerbated.  

However, more recent research shows that phone interviews can have advantages over 

the traditional, in-person interview. Gina Novick argues that the dismissal of the phone interview 

as a method in qualitative research is mostly due to bias, as there is no strong evidence that in-

person interviews provide better data (Novick, 2008). Telephone interviews allow access to 

geographically distant participants (Novick, 2008; Yeo et al., 2014; Irvine et al., 2012). This was 

the main advantage for my research study, as I was able to conduct all my interviews from 

Canada while my participants were in Ireland. Furthermore, while telephone interviews lack the 

presence of visual cues, Novick argues that visual cues are not always interpreted correctly in in-

person interviews and are not often relied on in the data analysis stage (2008). Research also 
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demonstrates that while visual cues may be absent, audio cues such as sighs or pauses serve the 

same purpose in phone interviews (Novick, 2008). Finally, phone interviews can provide 

participants with a sense of anonymity which may encourage them to discuss sensitive or 

traumatic topics more openly than they might in an in-person interview (Yeo et al., 2014; 

Novick, 2008; Irvine et al., 2012). Researchers can build a rapport with participants over the 

phone by beginning the conversation with casual talk and encouraging participants to elaborate 

with non-intrusive auditory cues (Irvine et al., 2012).  

My main concern with phone interviews was the building of rapport with the participants. 

To build some rapport before the interviews, I exchanged several emails with each participant 

before their interview. At the beginning of each interview, I prompted the participant to tell me 

about themself and their involvement in the Repeal campaign, and then I reciprocated and told 

the participant about myself and my research. This set a casual tone for the rest of the interview 

and made me feel more connected to the participant throughout the discussion. 

I conducted the interviews over Skype, FaceTime and WhatsApp applications, according 

to the preference of the interviewee. While I offered to use the video as well as audio interface, 

all of the participants chose to only use the audio function of the applications. I recorded each 

interview on the iPhone recording application and on the Mac recording application, Quicktime. 

The interviews varied in length, from 45 to 75 minutes. I didn’t find that interviewing over the 

phone led to researcher fatigue, but it’s possible that my participants felt fatigue afterwards. I 

knew two of the participants before the interview took place, which led to more in-depth 

conversations with them and longer interviews. While I had originally wanted to conduct 

interviews in person, I was surprised to find how easy it was to feel comfortable in conversation 

over the phone.  
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Conducting interviews over the phone ended up being an advantage to my project. It 

allowed participants to select a time and date that worked optimally for them. This was 

extremely beneficial to my research project, as several of the participants were concerned about 

the timing of their interview due to their busy schedules. Two interviews were rescheduled at the 

last minute due to a schedule mix-up and one of the participants feeling unwell after a busy day.  

Phone interviews also allowed me to take notes during the interviews without interrupting 

the conversation. Taking notes during an in-person interview may make the participant feel more 

hesitant to share, or might seem rude, but conducting interviews over the phone allowed for open 

conversation while I took notes on responses. I discuss my experience taking field notes in the 

next section. 

 

Field Notes 

As a part of the data collection process, I took field notes during and immediately after 

each interview. The original purpose of taking these field notes was to document any information 

that would not be captured in the interview transcription, such as a participant’s tone of voice, or 

an issue with the technology that needed attention. Taking notes or ‘jottings’ for this purpose is 

helpful as they provide an opportunity for the researcher to document important contextual 

information, and potentially improve unexpected issues that arise in an interview (Phillippi, 

Lauderdale, 2017; Arthur, Mitchell, Lewis, McNaughton Nicholls, 2014). For instance, a field 

note from my first interview described how the participant struggled to understand the wording 

of an interview question. I was able to change the wording of this question for the remaining six 

interviews and did not encounter another such issue with it. 
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These field notes also offered an opportunity for reflexivity that I wasn’t expecting. Roni 

Berger defines reflexivity as a “process of a continual internal dialogue and critical self-

evaluation of the researcher’s positionality” that gives the researcher the opportunity to identify 

and challenge their reactions to the research process (2015). Field notes provide the researcher 

with an opportunity to exercise reflexivity and situate themselves within the research (Mills and 

Morton, 2013; Phillippi and Lauderdale, 2017). The physical act of writing my own reactions 

down made me aware of my challenges with occupying the role of researcher, and my position 

as both an insider and outsider within my topic of research.  

In my field notes, I wrote that I often found it difficult to fully immerse myself in the 

conversation. Especially in the first few interviews, I was very aware of my role as a researcher. I 

felt pressured to conduct ‘good’ feminist interviews, by placing myself within the research 

experience and creating a reciprocal relationship with the participants. I simultaneously felt held 

back by what I previously thought of as ‘good’ research. I worried that if I was too “in” the 

research, I would influence the participant’s responses. As I became more comfortable 

conducting interviews, my field notes reflect an increased comfort in sharing my own 

experiences and engaging in reciprocal conversation with the participants. This allowed me to 

engage in deeper conversations with participants, and I believe it encouraged them to share 

personal anecdotes and experiences as well. 

My unease as a researcher was also influenced by my own relationship to the research. 

When designing my research project, I assumed that my shared experience of being an Irish 

woman engaged in reproductive justice activism would position me as an “insider”. A researcher 

who shares experiences or a particular social location with their participants, or an “insider” 

researcher, often benefits from easier access to the communities of interest, and a more nuanced 
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understanding of the research topic (Padgett, 2008). Because of my Irish family and upbringing, 

and my knowledge of Irish culture and history, I assumed I would occupy an insider position. I 

also assumed this insider position would create a sense of trust and equality between myself and 

the participants, and that this would yield better interview data. But, reflecting on my own 

reactions to the interviews, I began to question whether I was, in fact, an insider. Because I speak 

with a Canadian accent, the participants often assumed I wasn’t Irish and explained Irish words, 

culture, and geography to me. In my field notes, I realized how negatively I was reacting to this 

assumption. I felt like my identity as an Irish woman was being questioned and this in turn made 

me question whether I should be conducting this research at all. I felt compelled to prove my 

own Irishness, to somehow let participants know that I was an “insider”. Berger notes this 

feeling of comparison or competitiveness is common in research where the researcher and 

participant share common experiences (2015).  

However, identifying and challenging these reactions during the writing process helped 

me to eventually accept my position as neither an insider nor an outsider, but both at the same 

time. Karen Eppley offers a useful argument here, positing that the insider/outsider binary is not 

a useful categorization of research positionalities (2006). Instead, Eppley argues that these 

positionalities should be understood as fluid and ever-changing, on an insider-outsider spectrum 

(2006). Eppley’s arguments also provided insight into how my own understanding of what it 

means to be Irish was reproducing harmful discourses around Irishness that shaped much of the 

campaign to Repeal the Eighth.   
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Ethics 

My research study was approved by the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) of 

Queen’s University on October 10th, 2019. Amendments to my research proposal were approved 

by GREB on December 6th 2019. A copy of each notice of approval can be found in Appendix 

D and E.  

During recruitment, I sent each potential participant a Combined Letter of Information 

and Consent Form for them to read over (Appendix C). When a participant expressed interest in 

participating in the study, I confirmed that they had read over the Letter of Information and 

asked them to sign the Consent Form and send it to my email prior to the interview.  

At the beginning of each interview, I read the participant the Consent Form out loud and 

collected oral consent from the participant. I informed each participant that their participation in 

the project was voluntary and that they could withdraw their consent at any time before or during 

the interview, or up to two months after the interview. I confirmed that no identifiable 

information about them would be published or made available to anyone. I also confirmed that 

we would be discussing abortion, the Repeal campaign, and sexual culture, all of which could be 

sensitive topics for the participants.  

I informed each participant that if they wished to skip over a question, or return to a 

question later, they were free to let me know. It was important to me that the participants felt 

comfortable, and that they did not feel pressured by the research setting to answer any questions 

that made them feel uncomfortable.  

None of the participants raised any issues or had any questions in regard to the Letter of 

Information or the Consent Form. Several of the participants informed me they had no issue with 

their personal information being published in the research project. I felt conflicted because while 
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anonymity may have been a necessary factor for some people’s participation, others may have 

preferred to have been identified as participating in research that they saw as important. While 

my name will be published with this research, the names of the people who provided the research 

data and shared their experiences and insight so openly with me will not be acknowledged by 

name. 

Most of the participants asked that I send them a copy of the final, published research 

project. This was encouraging, as they seemed excited to read the final result and engage with 

the research.  

 

Data Analysis 

To analyze the interview data, I used a grounded theory approach. Grounded theory 

“involves the generation of analytic categories and their dimensions, and the identification of 

relationships between them” (Spencer, Ritchie, Ormston, O’Connor and Barnard, 2014). In this 

approach, the researcher constructs theory on the topic during the collection and analysis of the 

research data (Corbin, 2017). Rather than having a preconceived hypothesis at the beginning of 

the research process, the researcher derives their understanding of a research topic from the data 

itself and develops thematic categories to organize and compare the data (Corbin, 2017). At the 

beginning of this process, these categories, or codes, are rooted within the research data. As the 

researcher continues to make connections and identify relationships between codes, more 

abstract codes and themes emerge (Corbin, 2017). This process “involves taking comparisons 

from data and reaching up to construct abstractions and then down to tie these abstractions to 

data” (Charmaz, 2006). As such, the grounded theory approach involves several iterations of the 

coding and categorization process, as the researcher hones in on key concepts that are abstracted 
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from the data and then develops a theoretical analysis. This process is repeated until categories 

are saturated, and the researcher has extracted themes or overarching categories to organize the 

data (Spencer et al., 2014). 

A key principle of grounded theory is that the process of analysis begins with the 

collection of the research data, as opposed to beginning analysis after the data has been collected 

(Corbin, 2017). The interviewer is conducting preliminary analysis during the research 

collection, in this case, during the interviews. In my own research project, the analysis of the data 

began with my first interview, through my use of field notes. In these notes, I would write down 

ideas and themes that I thought would be important in my analysis. I also took note when the 

same idea or concept came up in different interviews. This process of notetaking, or memo 

writing, allows the researcher to be constantly organizing the data and creating categories for 

theoretical analysis, even during the data collection process.  

After each interview, I transcribed the audio file manually. The transcription process for 

each interview lasted approximately four hours, with transcripts ranging from fifteen to twenty 

pages in length. Manual transcription was my preferred method, because I wanted to familiarize 

myself with the interview data, both by listening to the recording and by transcribing the audio 

into text. Once an interview had been recorded and transcribed, I printed out several copies of the 

transcripts. I read each transcription twice before taking any notes. I read my field notes for each 

interview as well, to see what ideas and concepts I had found most important during the 

interview. The field notes also helped to remind me of my own reactions to the interview and 

how they may have shaped the research data.  

Using coloured markers, I went through each transcription again and colour-coded the 

interview based on loose categories that I identified. I wanted these categories to remain very 
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specific to the data, rather than categories that represented abstract themes. By remaining close to 

the data, or paying attention to ‘focused codes’, the researcher is able to “[label] snippets of data 

to take them apart while being attentive to the meanings and actions suggested by these data” 

(Charmaz, Thornberg, 2020). This process generated twenty-one categories or codes. I decided 

to repeat this process after a period of not interacting with the data. After two weeks, I repeated 

the colour-coding process and generated twenty-four categories. While many of the codes 

remained the same across both analyses, there were some new additions with the second coding.  

As I was re-reading and coding the data, I took notes. These notes included initial ideas 

for analysis, further thoughts and reactions to the data, and the identification of the categories I 

identified in the data. Memo writing is an important step in the analysis stage within a grounded 

theory approach, as the memos help to guide the analysis towards a more defined and established 

theory (Charmaz and Thornberg, 2020).  

Through a repetition of reading and coding the interviews, and re-defining the codes 

through memo-writing, I eventually developed a final set of themes from the data. These 

overarching themes represented the interconnection of several of the focused codes. The process 

of starting with codes that were specific to the data, and exploring how these codes related to 

each other, allowed for what felt like an easy abstraction of larger, thematic ideas from the data. 

Within each theme, I selected key quotes from the transcripts that seemed most pertinent and that 

illustrated the theme.  

 I extracted four themes from the research data: silence, speaking out, frameworks of 

abortion in the Repeal campaign, and representations in the Repeal Campaign. I will discuss 

these themes at length in the analysis section and use them to explore the data and answer my 

research questions. It is important to note that coding is an interpretative process. My analysis is 
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shaped by my own experience as a white, middle-class Irish woman involved in abortion 

advocacy, as well as by my intellectual background at a Canadian university. In this way, coding 

is limiting in that it imposes a shape to the data, and in that researcher subjectivity influences the 

conclusions drawn from the analysis. Of course, this is unavoidable in research, and to attempt 

objectivity within this research project would impose even more limitations on its conclusions. It 

is important to both acknowledge, identify, and value researcher subjectivity and how it shapes 

the analysis of research data.  

 

Reflections on Methodology 

 When I reflect back on my experience conducting research, there is a lot I wish I had 

known before I had begun. Despite the many cautionary tales and words of advice from those 

who had either conducted their own research, or supervised those who had, I was convinced that 

if I followed strict schedules and rules, I would ‘succeed’ at research. This was not the case, and 

my journey through the research process taught me important lessons that I couldn’t have learned 

without ‘failing’ sometimes.  

 Writing about a cause so close to my heart, and one that was ongoing and constantly 

developing, often made me overly confident in my approach to my research topic. I felt pressure 

to conduct research that was relevant to Irish women and would serve as evidence to further the 

campaign around reproductive justice in Ireland. Before even beginning the research process, I 

already had an idea of what my analysis would prove. I felt so passionate about the cause, and I 

was convinced that this research was a means to the end of proving a truth that I was already 

certain of.  
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 Almost immediately, the assumptions underlying my approach to my research topic were 

challenged. For the first time, I had to question harmful ideas about Irishness that I had been 

ready to reproduce in my research. I also had to question the way I had been conceptualizing 

abortion, and how my research might contribute to discourses of abortion that could further 

stigmatize the issue. While I still believe that my insider position within this research was a 

strength in many ways, it also prevented me from critically analyzing the framework within 

which I was approaching my research topic. Questioning myself, my assumptions, and my 

identity as an Irish woman was a crucial step in my research that was only made possible through 

a failure to consider my insider position as a potential weakness.  

While this was an important part of my own research journey, and led to a lot of 

important self-reflection, I wish I had incorporated an element of discussion or survey with my 

population of interest before designing my methodology. My supervisor suggested that before 

finalizing my research methods, I contact activist organizations involved in the Repeal campaign 

to discuss my project. My first ‘breakthrough’ in my research process happened during a 

conversation with a Repeal organizer who explained to me how the original demographics for 

my sample population would not only limit the scope of my research, but also likely would not 

yield many responses. In one short conversation with an organizer actively involved in the 

campaign, I received insight that completely changed the direction of my research. She also drew 

my attention to the nuances of my research topic, such as the role of class, ability, and 

citizenship. 

Looking back, I could have followed suggestions to send out requests to several 

organizers to ask what kind of research they were interested in seeing and worked together with 

activists to conduct research that served their best interests. This would have also aligned well 
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with my feminist approach to my research methodology, and further helped to deconstruct the 

hierarchy of power within the research process. Together with my group of interest, we could 

have co-created research questions and methods that provided useful and relevant research to 

reproductive justice activists. I also could have just facilitated the research, by including others 

with a shared interest in the research topic in the initial stages of research design. While my 

position as an insider within my area of research was a strength in some ways, taking on the 

position of outsider in the research design stage could have helped me to open up my research 

and deepen my analysis.  

While in the design phase of my research process I had perhaps too much confidence, I 

encountered the opposite problem during the research collection phase. In the first few 

interviews, I found I was unable to fully immerse myself in discussion with the participants. I 

was overthinking my position as the researcher and trying to live up to an ideal of a ‘perfect’ 

interviewer. I was torn between what I had learned more recently about feminist research and the 

importance of reflexivity and subjectivity in research, and a whole lifetime of education about 

the importance of traditional researcher objectivity.  

This inner dilemma made me feel overwhelmed and often stilted the conversation during 

interviews. I wasn’t sure when to share, how much to share, or how it would impact the data. I 

found myself wishing there was an authority I could turn to, who could tell me exactly how to 

conduct the ‘perfect’ interview, with the exact balance of subjectivity and objectivity. On the 

days where I had an interview scheduled, I would feel anxious about my performance of the 

position of researcher.  

It was only after the first few interviews that I began to let go of my strict ideas of what it 

meant to be a ‘good’ researcher, or a researcher at all. By giving in to these ideas, I realized I 
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was only reinforcing the very same power dynamic in research that I was trying to deconstruct 

through my methodology. As soon as I let go of these ideas, my discussions with the participants 

naturally became more natural and personal. I felt renewed excitement and energy for my 

research project, instead of my previous feelings of anxiety and dread.   

My journey through my first research experience was a lesson in letting go of ideas of 

success and giving into the potential of failure. My fear of failing as a researcher, and my 

commitment to success through rigorous adherence to a strict research methodology, held me 

back from immersing myself in the research experience. It was only through the acceptance of 

myself as an imperfect researcher, and the rejection of the concept of ‘perfect’ research that I 

was able to learn what it means to conduct research.  

In terms of knowledge translation, I hope that the research data and my analysis provides 

helpful and constructive information to future and ongoing abortion activism, both in Ireland and 

in a global context. A central aspect of my data analysis was the exploration of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the Repeal campaign in its fight against the culture of silence and shame 

surrounding abortion in Ireland. While this was not one of my objectives while designing the 

research project, it became clear during the research collection and analysis stages that by 

synthesizing the critiques offered by activists involved in Repeal and disseminating them among 

current organizations, this research could inform future abortion activism in Ireland. 

Furthermore, by highlighting the aspects of the campaign that were successful in changing the 

social climate around abortion in Ireland, this research can inform the strategies of abortion 

activism of organizations abroad. This research could be useful to activist organizations in 

countries such as Argentina, where abortion was very recently legalized, or Poland, where 

abortion restrictions have recently become stricter.  
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In this way, my research will be useful to those who participated in it, if they continue 

their involvement in abortion activism in Ireland. After I conducted an interview with a 

participant, there was little to no contact between us. I told each participant that I would send 

them a copy of the finished research project, and they all said that they were looking forward to 

reading the conclusions I drew from the interviews. I hope that reaching out to the participants 

with the finished research project will lead to discussions of the results. I want to know if the 

participants agree or disagree with my analysis and if they could see themselves represented in 

the research. Ideally, I hope that our discussions, both during the interview and after I send them 

the research project, will inform our journeys as activists moving forward.   
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Chapter 5 

Analysis Part 1: Silence and Speaking Out 

          My analysis of the data yielded four themes: silence, speaking out, frameworks of abortion 

in the Repeal campaign and representations in the Repeal campaign. The first two themes 

highlight a shift in the social climate around abortion as a direct result of abortion activism in 

Ireland, specifically of the Repeal campaign. The second two themes were an unexpected result 

of my data analysis. ‘Frameworks of abortion’ in the Repeal campaign and ‘representations in 

the Repeal campaign’ are themes that explore the diversity of how abortion is framed by 

different activist groups and individuals working in the same campaign, and of who is included 

and excluded from these frameworks. I will explore my first two themes in this chapter, and the 

second two in the next chapter. 

My results show a clear consensus that the social climate around abortion in Ireland has 

changed, from a culture of silence and shame to one of visibility and solidarity. All of the women 

I interviewed described the erasure and silencing of abortion in Ireland before the beginning of 

the Repeal campaign. They traced the culture of silence back to Ireland’s historical mistreatment 

of women and the influence of the Catholic Church. They described the Repeal campaign as a 

breaking of this silence, where the sharing of stories about women’s experiences of unwanted 

pregnancies began to lift the stigma around abortion. In this chapter, I will explore these two 

themes to illustrate how the participants experienced this shift in the social climate. 

While they were proud of the hard work that went into the Repeal campaign, most of the 

participants were critical of the new legislation and the remaining barriers to access to abortion 
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services. Furthermore, the results of this research project showed that there was wide 

discrepancy in the women’s conceptualization of abortion and of the very nature of the Repeal 

campaign. In the next chapter I will explore the themes of frameworks of abortion in the Repeal 

campaign, and representations in the Repeal campaign to explore how different activists framed 

legal abortion in Ireland, and who was represented in the Repeal campaign. 

Silence 

“The fact that we didn’t talk about it, I think it says something in itself, you know?” (Elizabeth) 

       When asked about the social climate around abortion before they became involved in 

Repeal activism, all of the participants described a “culture of silence”. Participants could not 

remember when they first learned about abortion, but they knew from a young age that it was not 

an acceptable topic of conversation. At first, I was frustrated with the lack of depth offered by 

these responses. I wanted to know how this silence operated, where the participants first learned 

not to speak the word abortion, and why they rationalized and accepted this. Eventually, it 

became evident that the participants themselves were never offered an explanation, either. The 

silence was just there: how does one question something that doesn’t exist? 

It had never really crossed my mind that there was any alternative other than to, to be 

pregnant and go through with it. (Amy) 

It was something that wasn’t talked about, it was brushed under the carpet, it was such a 

taboo subject. (Amy) 

It was always there, but at the same time nobody there was really, you know, 

pronouncing the word or talking about it. (Caroline) 
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       These statements demonstrate the pervasiveness of the erasure of abortion from Irish 

social discourse. Most of the participants describe being aware of the existence of abortion as a 

taboo subject, without ever being given an explanation of why it was taboo, or what exactly it 

entailed. One of my first questions for the participants was “When did you first learn about 

abortion?”. This question yielded limited answers because participants could not recall ever 

being taught about abortion itself. When I asked about why there was such a culture of silence 

around abortion, all of the participants pointed to the influence of the Catholic Church. 

They still have such power, sort of, subtly, quietly, in the sense that, you know, as I’d say 

90, I don’t know what it is, 97, 98% of our schools are run by the Catholic Church, our 

hospitals are run by the Catholic Church. (Elizabeth) 

Growing up in a predominantly Catholic country, you’re kind of taught that life begins 

from conception. (Erin) 

That’s the set of values and the lifestyle that the Catholic Church has set up for you as a 

woman, as a Catholic woman, and you have to live by that and you don’t get to deviate. 

(Amy) 

The participants suggested that there was a subtlety with which the Church enacted its 

influence on the social climate around abortion. As one participant explained, 96% of primary 

schools in Ireland are run by the Catholic Church, and 91% of all Irish children attend Catholic 

school at one point in their lives (O’Kelley, 2018). There is no mandatory standardized sex 

education in Ireland, so the Church controls what is and isn’t taught to Irish children. All of the 

participants were very clear that they would never have learned or talked about abortion in 

school. 
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Even when I was going to school, the sex education, it was piss-poor really, in that we 

kind of just got the basic, and you know, it was almost like ‘just don’t have sex’. (Laura) 

A lot of people didn’t know anything about women’s reproduction, a lot of people didn’t 

know anything about abortion at all. A lot of people didn’t know about contraception or 

reproduction in general. (Mary) 

       Participants linked this lack of education about sexual health and abortion to the lack of 

awareness about abortion legislation before the Repeal campaign. The lack of education had 

effects beyond not knowing what abortion was, or why it was not talked about. Because they 

were taught never to talk (or presumably think) about abortion, most of the participants describe 

having very little to no awareness about abortion legislation before the Repeal campaign. 

A lot of people just didn’t understand what was actually going on in their own country. 

(Erin) 

We didn't even know how bad the legislation was, we didn’t even know how limited our 

options were. (Elizabeth) 

       The participants all painted a very similar picture of the social climate around abortion 

before the Repeal campaign. Abortion was not discussed at home, nor at school. Growing up in 

Ireland, the participants had little awareness of what abortion was, why it was not spoken about, 

or what abortion legislation looked like in Ireland. This silence was quietly enforced and 

controlled by and within Catholic institutions that sought to preserve Irish Catholic morality. 

However, despite the blanket of silence around the existence of abortion, all of the 

participants describe a quiet awareness of the nature of abortion. The participants could not 
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recall learning about abortion, but described always knowing it was morally wrong, and 

shameful. Interestingly, while all the participants described absolute silence around the topic of 

abortion, most of them shared stories that they had heard from their friends or their parents about 

women with unwanted pregnancies. 

If someone was even rumoured to have had sex, it would have been news around the 

school and the town. (Mary) 

I’d heard stories, kind of through my parents, about this one particular girl when they 

were younger. (Amy) 

         These quotes indicate that while the participants had not learned about abortion in a 

formal education setting, they had learned about it through gossip. The stories seemed to serve as 

cautionary tales, of the consequences that women would face if they deviated from prevailing 

sexual norms. Without ever learning about abortion, all of the participants had learned through 

these stories that abortion was shameful. This echoes Inglis’s argument that gossip and shame 

play an essential role of external social control to enforce Catholic sexual morality in Irish 

society (1998). While the participants were not officially taught about abortion, the stories they 

exchanged with family and friends ingrained a sense of internal social control when it came to 

sexual morality. Indeed, Sophie described how after the X Case, in which a fourteen-year-old 

girl became pregnant as a result of statutory rape (a non-consensual sexual encounter or assault 

in which one of the individuals is under the age of consent), “there were all these rumours about 

who it was, who it wasn’t, lots of discussion…”. The discussion was not centered around the 

right to abortion, but on uncovering the identity of the person who had deviated from the strict 

sexual morality of the time. 
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       The participants also spoke about the intense shame and stigmatization of abortion before 

the Repeal campaign. I asked them to describe the experience of accessing abortion before the 

Repeal campaign, whether it be their own experience, that of a friend, or someone they had 

spoken to or read about. 

If you broke down from that pedestal in any way, shape, or form, you were considered 

dirty, unclean, unworthy, shameful...all of this. (Sophie) 

The general society in Ireland would actually attack you for even talking about it, that 

was really scary, those attitudes of other people and the possibility of being isolated and 

shunned, and almost like outcast from society. (Amy) 

There’s a lot of hurt and pain and uncomfortableness in keeping a secret like that and 

feeling like you can’t really talk about it. And even though you know someone close to 

you has had that experience, you shouldn’t open up to them. (Amy) 

Traumatized by the experience of abortion, but that’s more because of, you know, the 

social pressure that they had, than the actual thing in itself. (Caroline) 

         These statements reflect what is revealed in the existing literature on abortion 

stigmatization: the stigma and shame associated with abortion is predicated on social perception 

of abortion and access to social support (Hanschmidt, Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 

2016). The silence around, and negative social perception of abortion in Ireland left women 

feeling stigmatized and isolated from their communities. Participants described how women felt 

unable to share their experiences of abortion or reach out for support, even with those closest to 

them, for fear of being shunned or shamed. This stigma even extended to those who supported 
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abortion politically; several participants said they, or people they spoke to during the campaign, 

felt uncomfortable sharing their support for abortion rights in Ireland. 

I just think it’s the dishonor that would have come with being in agreement to that, 

especially if the neighbors thought it was a sin. (Mary) 

       In this way, the participants painted a picture of a vicious cycle of silence and shame, 

wherein women felt stigmatized, isolated, and unable to share their stories, and thus reinforced 

the very culture of silence that created the shame around abortion. In 2018, before the 

legalization of abortion, more than four thousand Irish women either travelled or ordered pills 

online to access abortion (Pollak, 2019). Irish women have been accessing abortion, formally and 

informally, for decades. However, for fear of the social and legal consequences, they have done 

so in silence. 

       Many of the participants related these experiences with Ireland’s long history of erasure 

and institutionalization of women who deviated from its strict sexual morality. Specifically, 

many of the participants referred to the institutionalization of women in Magdalene laundries, the 

last of which closed in 1996. 

Our State is what, less than, nearly 100 years old. But, like, they enforced, like the 

Catholic domination of all structures of society and how women were treated in society 

from Magdalene laundries, to, you know, mother and baby homes, to like, even women 

had to be Churched. (Sophie) 

If you think of the Magdalene laundries and all the institutions, I mean there were, it’s 

quite interesting how [they were] part of the society, so they were in the economic system 
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of the country. They were, you know, they were part of the urban, you know, design, and 

you know, the urban space, and they were definitely there and everybody knew they were 

there. But still everybody managed to, kind of remove that from, you know, the realm of 

consciousness. (Caroline) 

       These statements demonstrate that the erasure of women’s sexuality and the punitive 

social consequences for women who deviated from Irish Catholic sexual morality were still 

echoing very recently in Ireland’s modern day society. The participants expressed anger and pain 

about Ireland’s historical mistreatment of women, and they situated abortion politics within this 

historical context. The Magdalene laundries, which several participants mentioned in their 

interviews, relied on the silence and compliance of all sectors of Irish society, as did the erasure 

and stigmatization of abortion. For some of the women I spoke with, the Repeal campaign was 

their first opportunity to break this silence, and demand more from their own country. 

Speaking Out 

“The very fact of addressing and saying it exists, is really revolutionary and was really, really, 

extremely brave of the women who did it.” (Caroline) 

“It changed how we talk about things, how we think about things, how we treat each other as 

Irish people” (Elizabeth) 

         All of the participants stated that one of the most important outcomes of the Repeal 

campaign was the breaking of the silence around abortion. The practice of speaking out not only 

created space for open discussions about abortion without stigma, but it also helped to shift 

discourse and dispel myths around abortion. Several participants attributed the turning point in 
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the culture of silence to the death of Savita Halappanavar in 2012. This led to the Citizens 

Assembly in 2017, which Mary McGill characterizes as a civic breaking of the silence (2020). 

McGill borrows from Audre Lorde’s work on the tyrannies of silence in “The Transformation of 

Silence into Language and Action” to describe this shift in Irish abortion politics as one “where 

the once unsayable takes the form of language which in turn challenges prejudice and erasure” 

(2020). The idea of challenging erasure through speaking out is echoed in the experiences of the 

participants, who saw the shift in the culture of silence take place in the act of storytelling. 

The way it really started is people sharing their experiences with their community, and 

through that, little grassroots organizations around the country started really popping 

up. And they started talking about it, and they started sharing information, they started 

helping people who were unable to access abortion, access it. And it kind of grew and 

grew into wider conversations within the community and street stalls, eventually protests, 

more visible information... (Amy) 

To me, the Repeal campaign, I think it, what I saw on the streets and knocking on doors 

and talking to people and stuff, was these conversations, this normalization of abortion 

discussion in communities, on doors, in streets. (Sophie) 

       Storytelling has long been heralded in feminist literature as a means of empowering 

communities and fostering solidarity, and it was actively used in the organizing for the Repeal 

campaign (McDonald, Antosik-Parsons, Till, Kearns, Callan, 2020). In one case, activist groups 

rooted themselves in feminist pedagogy and designed their canvassing methods to facilitate 

storytelling both between canvassers and voters, and between canvassers themselves (McDonald, 
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Antosik-Parsons, Till, Kearns, Callan, 2020). In this way, the practice of storytelling was 

embedded within the Repeal campaign, rather than simply a product of it. 

       The Repeal campaign also offered some activists the opportunity to challenge myths 

surrounding marginalized communities in abortion politics. One participant, Laura, who lives 

with a disability and has her own experiences of navigating the maternal health system in 

Ireland, created the group Disabled People For Choice. 

And I was sharing my story, and I was sharing the actual, with the page I started sharing 

stories of people with, in particular women with disabilities who had conditions that 

would mean that the pregnancy could be very difficult or dangerous. (Laura) 

As more people came forward and sent me their stories and you know, as I published 

them anonymously online, you know, that aspect of the conversation and aspect of the 

campaign, it became incredibly important. (Laura) 

By sharing stories, Laura was able to help shift the narrative of disability in Irish abortion 

politics from one of victimization and fear-mongering, to one more rooted in lived experiences. 

Similarly, another participant worked to dispel myths about the Irish-speaking 

community in relation to abortion politics. Irish speaking communities are often portrayed as a 

more rural, conservative, and staunchly Catholic group, however Irish speakers also formed their 

own activist group – Gaeil ar son Rogha – under Together For Yes during the Repeal campaign 

(Nic an Bhreithimh, 2020). The forming of this group led to public discussions on the issue of 

abortion in the Irish language. This was an interesting phenomenon, as the Irish language is a 

symbol of traditional, rural Irish identity, defined in opposition to modern, Anglicized ideals, as I 



81 
 

 
 

previously mentioned. The fact that this conversation was happening in Irish demonstrated that 

the celebration of traditional Irish culture and identity does not necessarily entail a complete 

rejection of more liberal, modern values, often associated with England. One participant, who 

participated in these public discussions, described how communicating in Irish with the anti-

Repeal side led to a shift in the tone of the discussion. 

 We were communicating in a totally different way, and you know, we were, and we were 

saying slightly different things because no other language can say it directly. And the 

other, it was kind of a, with Irish, you know, you have to be more direct, more simplistic 

with your language so it was kind of a simpler conversation.” (Elizabeth) 

Gaeil ar son Rogha played an important role in the Repeal campaign, as it crossed 

language barriers to share stories from within the Irish speaking community in Ireland, and it 

worked to unite English and Irish speakers in their advocacy for abortion (Nic an Bhreithimh, 

2020). It also challenged stereotypes about the Irish speaking community and demonstrated a 

willingness to engage with liberal social politics in Ireland (Nic an Bhreithimh, 2020). 

       The consensus among the participants was that the Repeal campaign offered visibility to 

stories of people’s experiences of unwanted pregnancy and abortion. Much of this storytelling 

occurred online, where geographical boundaries didn’t limit the potential reach of the stories. 

[The Facebook Page “In Her Shoes”] was one of the probably the biggest things of the 

campaign, because there was no stigma as to why a woman has an abortion. (Sophie) 

The way it was framed was “In Her Shoes”, and it was just a pair of shoes that could be 

anyone's shoes and could have been for any reason. (Sophie) 
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A lot of people said that In Her Shoes, that Facebook page, really transformed what they 

felt about abortion. (Mary) 

       The Facebook page “In Her Shoes” was created by Erin Darcy to highlight the 

complexities around a person’s decision to access abortion. The page garnered more than 

100,000 likes on the Facebook app (McGill, 2020). The page published people’s stories 

anonymously and shifted the narrative of abortion politics on a national level in Ireland (McGill, 

2020). This page was one of many online activist movements within the Repeal campaign, 

alongside #TwoWomenTravel, which documented two women’s experiences travelling to the 

United Kingdom to access abortion, and #HomeToVote, which people used to share their 

experiences of travelling back to Ireland from abroad to vote in the referendum (Michie et al., 

2018). 

These were all forms of digital storytelling, which provided a new kind of visibility and 

platform for activists in the Repeal campaign. Research on digital storytelling has highlighted 

how “digital narratives created by vulnerable and marginalized communities can act as both a 

cathartic and therapeutic tool, as well as [promote] empowerment and cross-cultural 

understanding” (Michie et al., 2018 ). This is evident in the data, as participants emphasized 

that the stories published online demonstrated the wide scope of reasons why someone would 

access abortion. 

“The women telling stories of their experiences and sort of trying to get people to see, 

like, I suppose how broad, as well, a group of people this was affecting, it wasn’t just 

teenagers who had, you know, a crisis pregnancy.” (Elizabeth) 
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       Visibility in the Repeal campaign also had a role beyond appealing to the undecided and 

No voters: solidarity. Both on and offline, the visibility of abortion activism left no room for the 

continued denial of the issue of abortion in Ireland. The circulation of personal stories signaled 

support and solidarity, rather than stigma and shame, for people who had accessed abortion. 

Participants described seeing people in public wearing a piece of clothing or accessory related to 

the campaign and feeling a sense of solidarity. The participants discussed feeling a sense of 

empowerment from this solidarity and visibility. 

I think the conversations that it opened up and the levels of respect that I felt as a woman 

in Ireland, that I gained, and that I know a lot of other women felt as well. And also the 

empowerment, definitely has to be, I think, the number one thing. (Amy) 

To trust women, it was solidarity. It was very empowered voices together shouting for 

human rights that we should have had a long time ago. I loved the time I spent 

campaigning, because it became such a community. (Mary) 

       The sense of solidarity, here, came from a collective sharing of stories by women across a 

spectrum of different identities. These stories came from women of different ages, sexualities, 

social backgrounds, and geographical locations in Ireland. Because these stories were shared 

anonymously via social media platforms, a sense of solidarity was created and felt by both the 

people who shared their stories with a supportive online community, and those who read or 

engaged with the stories. The idea that digital storytelling platforms provide a sense of solidarity 

is reflected in the research, as Michie et al.’s research demonstrates that these platforms create a 

community among their users (2018). In this way, those who share their stories and those who 
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engage with these stories are part of a larger narrative of solidarity between community 

members.   

All of the participants agreed that the social climate around abortion has shifted since the 

Repeal of the Eighth Amendment. Most of the participants attributed this shift to the practice of 

women sharing their experiences of accessing abortion, as they believed it shed light on the 

different circumstances that lead to accessing abortion and this created a sense of compassion for 

women who want to access abortion. They also expressed that the visibility of the campaign, and 

the ensuing sense of solidarity among Irish women shifted the culture of silence that had 

previously existed around the topic of abortion. The participants did not identify specific shifts in 

the discourses around abortion, but rather pointed to the occurrence of public discussion around 

abortion at all as the primary change in discourse. The participants expected that this would 

positively influence people’s experiences of abortion in the future. 

This is a difference in discourse, you know, it’s a discourse that basically defines 

abortion as a right, as something that women have the right to have access to. So it 

definitely did change the discourse on abortion. (Caroline) 

It’s not so much a taboo subject anymore, that people can use the word abortion without 

other people flinching. (Laura) 

I’ve seen people just become so much more aware of how they talk about pregnancy, of 

how they relate to the women or the people in their lives that are pregnant, and just to be 

more, like, compassionate. (Amy) 
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It would still be very personal and private, but I don’t think it would be as isolating 

anymore. (Mary) 

         Building on decades of feminist activism in Ireland, organizers within the Repeal 

movement spoke out against the silence that had pervaded abortion politics in Ireland. By 

harnessing the power of storytelling, activists shifted discourse from one of shame and stigma to 

one centered in women’s experiences. The visibility of the Repeal movement, both on and 

offline, provided a sense of solidarity among Irish women who were all fighting for the same 

cause. 

In answer to my research question, among Irish women involved in activism to Repeal 

the Eighth, what is the sense of whether the repeal of the Eighth Amendment shifted the broader 

social climate around abortion in Ireland, and if it has, how so?, the analysis provided in this 

chapter demonstrated that the campaign for Repeal ultimately did shift the broader social climate 

around abortion. Where before, the social climate around could be described as rooted in sexual 

oppression and stigmatization, enforced by a strict culture of silence, the interviews with 

participants revealed that this climate has changed significantly. By breaking the silence around 

abortion, activists were able to shape abortion discourses through their campaign messaging, 

which was rooted in the lived experiences of women who had accessed or attempted to access 

abortion. The campaign reframed discourses of abortion by highlighting the variety of reasons 

for accessing abortion, and placing the discussion within frameworks of medical rights, 

compassion, and bodily autonomy. Perhaps because the public discussion around abortion is so 

recent in Ireland, there was no clear consensus among the participants on which discourses of 

abortion are the most mainstream, post-Repeal. The participants did agree, however, that the new 
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social climate around abortion is characterized by a sense of solidarity among women around a 

unifying cause. 

       Upon closer examination, however, I feel compelled to ask: what cause is that? While I 

refer to the Repeal campaign as a general movement around the fight for the Repeal of the 

Eighth Amendment, this movement was made up of many small groups, all with their own goals 

and messages. And, while participants agreed that the campaign for Repeal changed the 

discourse around abortion in Ireland, the frameworks through which participants viewed abortion 

varied across every interview. Indeed, several participants highlighted these discrepancies as an 

issue of concern in their interviews. In my next section, I will analyze how abortion was framed 

differently by different activists.  
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Chapter 6 

Analysis Part 2: Frameworks of Abortion and Representations in the Repeal 

Campaign 

Introduction 

       The second part of my analysis was born out of an unexpected aspect of the interviews I 

conducted. Prior to these interviews, I had not come across any critiques of the Repeal 

movement. I had also assumed that the activists organizing within the campaign to Repeal were 

operating under a shared set of core values, but the interviews revealed that there was a clear 

discord between the mainstream Together For Yes campaign and smaller, more radical 

organizations. The participants who were a part of these smaller organizations were intent on 

highlighting issues within the campaign and how these issues negatively impacted the campaign 

and the ensuing legislation around abortion. In this chapter, I will address the themes of 

frameworks of abortion in the Repeal campaign and representation in the Repeal campaign to 

explore how the framing of abortion and representations of Irishness within the mainstream 

campaign for Repeal led to the reproduction of the harmful discourses that shaped the culture of 

silence around abortion in Ireland in the first place. 

This chapter will serve as a response to my second research question, on Irish women’s 

experiences of the post-Repeal social climate. Originally, I posed this question to determine 

whether people seeking abortion services in Ireland still experienced stigma and isolation, 

despite the surface-level changes in abortion discourses through the Repeal campaign. Instead, 

the discussion prompted by this question is more centered around how the current social climate 
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around abortion is reflective of the overly simplified framing of abortion during the campaign, 

and the campaign’s failure to center the experiences and needs of more marginalized 

communities in Ireland. 

Frameworks of Abortion in the Repeal Campaign 

“What did we get? We didn’t get full legislation, what did we get?” (Sophie) 

Across different interviews, understandings of abortion varied. Some women framed 

abortion as a medical service; others framed it as a personal choice; others framed it as a 

component of reproductive justice. Even within interviews, participants would shift from one 

framework of abortion to another. These discrepancies were a reflection of the activism around 

abortion in the Repeal campaign, which relied on a variety of different frameworks to appeal to 

voters in the referendum. 

A lot of messaging was around ‘we have to show compassion, this is an issue of 

compassion’. (Caroline) 

There was an explicit framing of abortion as a healthcare issue. (Caroline) 

From the yes side, it was ‘my body, my choice’. (Erin) 

Obviously, ‘my body, my choice’ was one of the biggest slogans for the Together For Yes 

side. (Mary) 

Whether people like it or not, it was here, and the fact that it was here and it was 

dangerous, you know, we would never be able to stop people from ordering pills online. 

(Laura) 



89 
 

 
 

       Prior to the amalgamation of most of the activist organizations working on the issue of 

Repeal under the umbrella of Together For Yes, the Repeal movement had been made up of 

many small, grassroots groups. Some of these groups were formed by community members who 

had never organized before and had the sole purpose of advocating for abortion rights. Some of 

the bigger organizations, such as Amnesty International, that were not specific to abortion 

advocacy and with more experienced activists, formed sub-groups to advocate for Repeal. The 

multitude of grassroots activist groups, and their different political views and varying levels of 

experience in activism, is part of what explains the variety of abortion frameworks reflected in 

the messaging during the Repeal campaign. However, several participants noted a distinct 

change in Repeal organizing and messaging after Together For Yes was formed. 

Things changed. Prior to Together For Yes coming together, there was more, more 

choice, trust women, you know...the usual things around abortion. Okay? But when 

Together For Yes, which was of the Abortion Rights Campaign, the Coalition to Repeal 

the Eighth, and the National Women’s Council of Ireland came together, the message 

became more conservative. So they were saying that you shouldn’t use the word choice, 

you shouldn’t use the words ‘trust women’, and they were really focusing on the hard 

cases, like abortion in the case of rape or fatal fetal abnormality, that kind of thing. 

(Sophie) 

I think Together For Yes was kind of the break into the political system, I suppose, where 

it became less grassroots and a little bit more like, flexible in terms of working within our 

nation’s political system. (Amy) 
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The campaign wanted us, wanted all of the groups to kind of dissolve ourselves into that 

national campaign.  (Sophie) 

       In early 2018, the Together For Yes campaign called for every Repeal activist group to 

merge together, under a united front with more political sway. Several participants who were 

involved with groups that were more radical in their activism noted that the messaging around 

Repeal immediately became less radical and less inclusive with the emergence of Together For 

Yes. Emma Burns, at the 10th International Disability Law Summer School at the Centre for 

Disability Law & Policy, NUI Galway, stated that “We switched from being purely grassroots, 

home-grown, diverse, feminist organizations with flat hierarchies and transparent decision-

making processes to a slick, centrally directed, professionally run campaign with strict 

messaging and zero tolerance for deviation from the messaging book” (2018). Rather than 

creating a shared framework for understanding abortion in the messaging of the Repeal 

campaign, participants noted that the campaign became more concerned with what not to say. 

“We were told by the campaign not to talk about the legislation.” (Sophie) 

“It had nothing to do with policy making, it was just removing [the prohibition against 

abortion] from our constitution.” (Erin) 

       Several participants noted their concern over the changes that the mainstream Together 

For Yes had made to messaging about Repeal. By shifting the public discussion away from 

legislation, Together For Yes organizers sought to simplify the messaging around the campaign 

to appeal to more voters. In this way, the public could vote for a more abstract idea of accessible 

abortion, instead of voting for specific legislation. However, several participants argued that the 

lack of focus on legislation during the campaign led a more conservative legislation that does not 
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account for social barriers to abortion access. Caroline, who saw similarities between the 

implementation of partial abortion legislation in Italy in 1978 and the campaign for Repeal in 

Ireland, felt that organizers’ concerns regarding legislation were quickly shut down. 

“Every time I brought up conscientious objection, which is the huge problem in Italy, you 

know, I was very, you know, I was most of the time basically silenced by, you know, some 

other women in the room.” (Caroline) 

Caroline also described feeling more comfortable and included in activist groups that had 

separated themselves from the mainstream Together For Yes campaign. She felt that groups such 

as Migrants and Ethnic-minorities for Reproductive Justice (MERJ) were more radical in their 

approach to abortion legislation and were rooted in values of social justice that centered the 

needs of those facing the most barriers to abortion access. 

“The decision of the [Together For Yes] campaign was to, you know, was to ignore, you 

know, to ignore complexity, this is what, you know, what they said, to ignore complexity 

and to just focus on abortion.” (Caroline) 

       Indeed, by ignoring the complexities around abortion access and refusing to explicitly lay 

out the terms on which abortion would be legalized, organizers working within the Together For 

Yes campaign created new silences around abortion. These ‘complexities’ refer to how abortion 

cannot be taken out of the context of reproductive justice and treated as its own, separate issue. 

The decision to erase these complexities, for the sake of appealing to the most voters, led to 

legislation with limitations. This legislation has maintained many social barriers to accessing 

abortion for Irish women.   
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       Participants also noted a shift in the messaging of the campaign, as Together For Yes 

shifted the presentation of abortion from an issue of choice and bodily autonomy, to one of 

abortion as healthcare and an issue of compassion. Sophie, who organized in more radical 

activist groups, argued that the Together For Yes campaign created a “division of good abortions 

and bad abortions”. The good abortions were cases of rape or fatal fetal abnormality, where 

abortion was framed as a necessary evil. By focusing on these cases, Together for Yes members 

framed abortion as a simple matter of compassion and healthcare, rather than one of rights or 

justice. For some participants, the healthcare framework was essential to eliminating the stigma 

associated with abortion in Ireland and appealing to voters. For other participants, the framing of 

abortion as a medical need over-simplified the issue of abortion and limited the potential of the 

Repeal campaign to strive for reproductive justice. 

The main message really was about compassion. (Laura) 

It was about that stuff we’ve talked about, about empathy, about evoking empathy in 

people. (Elizabeth) 

This is about compassion, this is about loving each other…Who is against love? I mean, 

you know? Who’s against compassion? (Caroline) 

As discussed in the literature review on frameworks of abortion, the framing of abortion 

in activist discourse can have direct implications for abortion legislation (Culhane, 2015). In this 

case, participants said that there are still significant barriers to access abortion after the Repeal of 

the Eighth Amendment under the new legislation. 
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Because we still have the three day wait, there’s still a lot of barriers, the three day wait, 

there’s still a lack of service in areas, there’s counties that don’t have any abortion 

services at all. (Laura) 

I think there’s actually very few doctors who actually do perform abortions in Ireland, 

even though it is legal. (Mary) 

It’s still only accessible in the major cities, so Galway, Cork and Dublin, so it’s still not 

fully accessible to people who live in rural areas. (Amy) 

Something that I would really like to, you know, not to see anymore is conscientious 

objection. (Caroline) 

       The new legislation is a reflection of the campaign’s unwillingness to discuss legislation 

during the campaigning period and the focus on “good” abortions as an issue of compassion. 

Failing to situate abortion in a larger framework of reproductive justice, the Together For Yes 

campaign used the medical and rights frameworks of abortion interchangeably in a wider 

narrative of compassion. The resulting legislation is a perfect example of the consequences of 

failing to frame abortion in a wider context of reproductive justice, as it does not take into 

account barriers to abortion access beyond a legal one. Thus, those who face additional barriers 

due to the social context in which they make reproductive choices still do not have full and equal 

access to legal abortion in Ireland. 

The conscious choice to focus on ‘good abortions’ during the campaign, did not promote 

the acceptance of abortion as a morally neutral procedure (Culhane, 2015). During the campaign, 

Sophie argued that this messaging led to many of the women she organized with during the 
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campaign “[feeling] quite upset by the campaign because they felt that they were not being 

honored by the campaign because [their reason for getting an abortion] wasn’t a fatal fetal 

abnormality or it wasn’t rape”. Furthermore, the reliance on the medical framework of abortion 

in the Repeal campaign placed the authority over abortion in the hands of medical professionals. 

In the new abortion legislation, medical practitioners have the right to conscientious objection, 

which allows them to refuse to perform an abortion procedure unless there is an immediate risk 

to the life of the woman or the fetus. Thus, the moral ambiguity of abortion was effectively 

written into Irish law and the power to grant women the right to an abortion still lies within the 

medical institution. 

The partial legislation around abortion does not reflect the participants’ discussion of the 

effect that digital storytelling had on discourses around abortion throughout the campaign. 

Indeed, the participants emphasized how digital storytelling demonstrated to the public the wide 

range of circumstances that lead different people to accessing abortion. However, the decision of 

the Together For Yes organizers to frame their messaging around specific circumstances of 

abortion, such as rape and fatal fetal abnormality, had the opposite effect. Because Together For 

Yes was at the forefront of the campaign for Repeal, their focus on ‘good’ abortions reinforced 

the moralizing of abortion in general. This is reflected in legislation that allows for conscientious 

objection by doctors and places the power to grant abortions in the medical institution, rather 

than mandating universally accessible abortion and other reproductive services regardless of the 

circumstances. 

Finally, the failure to situate abortion in a framework of reproductive justice and the 

reliance on the narrative of compassion has led to limitations on abortion accessibility. As I 

discussed previously, rights are typically understood as a freedom from limitations, rather than a 
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productive social right to access resources (Culhane, 2015). Thus, by failing to advocate for 

abortion as a positive social right, the legalization of abortion resulted in limited legislation that 

simultaneously maintains and erases social barriers to legal abortion access. Several of the 

participants identified the scarcity of doctors willing to perform abortions, and lack of 

accessibility outside of major cities, as significant issues with the new abortion legislation. 

Currently, abortion in Ireland is only legally provided in ten hospitals across the country, the 

majority of which are in major cities. 

In this section, I highlighted how different frameworks and understandings of abortion 

within the campaign for Repeal led to less-than-ideal legislation. Despite the available literature 

on the importance of framing abortion within a context of reproductive justice, and on the 

consequences of failing to do so, organizers in the Together For Yes campaign made a conscious 

decision to rely on a frameworks of healthcare, and on compassion-centered messaging. Thus, 

under the Health (Regulation of Termination of Pregnancy) Act of 2018, abortion is conditional 

and controlled. While the silence around the issue of abortion may have been broken, it seems 

that it was primarily broken for only some abortions, in some circumstances. Similarly, the 

discourse around abortion during the Repeal campaign reflected a particular demographic group, 

to the exclusion of others. In my next analysis section, I will explore representations in the 

Repeal campaign to highlight how abortion discourse and ensuing legislation in Ireland is only 

accessible to certain groups of people. 
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Representations in the Repeal Campaign 

“If you make things really palatable, feel-good, superficial, you know, you might get more votes, 

so you get the referendum through. But there is a price for that, and the price is that you’re 

actually excluding a lot of people.” (Caroline)  

In my final section, I will explore how the mainstream Repeal campaign excluded 

marginalized groups through their tightly focused condensed messaging. Several of the activists I 

spoke with organized for the Repeal campaign in groups that were not involved in the broader 

Together For Yes coalition; these participants expressed frustration at the mainstream campaign 

for its oversimplification of the issue of abortion. While most of the participants identified the 

Repeal campaign as a feminist advocacy effort, those who were involved in alternative 

organizations were quick to differentiate Together For Yes from a radical, intersectional feminist 

movement. 

“I would say it was feminism but it was very middle class feminism, it was a very liberal 

feminism” (Sophie) 

“It was definitely a feminist movement. I wouldn’t describe it as an intersectional 

feminist movement.” (Caroline) 

       The participants criticized Together For Yes for failing to situate abortion advocacy in a 

wider framework of social justice, and for relying on messaging that excluded marginalized 

communities. As I mentioned earlier, in the context of women’s everyday experience, abortion is 

not separate from other reproductive issues, and abortion advocacy in a reproductive justice 

framework would address the intersecting injustices that impact access to resources like abortion 



97 
 

 
 

(Culhane, 2015; Fried, Ross, Solinger, 2013). In her article “Race, Identity and the State After 

the Irish Abortion Referendum”, Paola Rivetti posits that “The strategy of pro-choice activists to 

focus on abortion narrowly, instead of approaching the issue of reproductive justice 

intersectionally, laid the foundations for the continuous invisibilisation in the law of those people 

who represent the ‘Other’ to the Irish population” (2019). Here, Rivetti refers to non-white, non-

settled, and working class people as those othered by mainstream notions of Irishness (2019). 

The invisibilisation of the ‘Other’ was echoed by participants in this research in their critiques of 

the Together For Yes campaign. 

“There was also this division of the nice, white, Irish middle class woman being 

presented, as opposed to the migrant or the working class woman, you know. It was like 

trying, it was trying to go to the middle Ireland, but it thought by doing that it had to 

exclude the real women.” (Sophie) 

“The kind of mainstream campaign was, you know, telling the story of an Irish woman, 

young women, who couldn’t get an abortion in Ireland so had to go the UK.” (Caroline) 

       The definition of Irishness in this story echoes the historical opposition of Irish and 

British identities, which was used to establish a national cultural identity in the aftermath of 

Ireland’s fight for independence from British imperialism (Fletcher, 2005). While the creation of 

Irish identity through its opposition to British identity was largely rooted in religious and moral 

discourse, Irishness has also historically been a means to exclude certain populations, deemed 

unfit to reproduce Irishness in both a biological and cultural sense (Fletcher, 2005). 

Indeed, while race has typically been dismissed as irrelevant in Irish cultural studies, 

Ruth Fletcher argues that race underpins a hierarchy of Irishness, wherein some kinds of 
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Irishness (white, settled, Catholic, and middle-class) are understood as more Irish (read: better) 

than others (non-white, travelling, non-Catholic, and lower-class) (2005). In Reproducing 

Irishness: Race, Gender and Abortion Law, Fletcher argues that the asylum-seeking migrant 

woman has been constructed as a threat to reproductive Irishness through abortion politics 

(2005). The threat lay in the “biological ability of migrant women to give birth to children who 

then became legally equal to any other Irish child, ‘diluting’ Irish identity” under the jus solis 

regime that previously granted citizenship to any child born on Irish soil (Rivetti, 2019). This 

threat was diminished through the implementation of jus sanguinis in 2004, which replaced the 

jus solis regime and requires that one or both parents possess Irish citizenship in order to grant 

citizenship to their child (Rivetti, 2019). Similarly, the moral values that underpin Irish identity 

were threatened by British, liberal sexual morality. In 1992, Irish women were granted the ability 

to seek abortion services outside of Ireland, thereby “casting abortion-seeking women out of 

Irishness and associating them with Britishness” (Fletcher, 2005). 

Asylum-seeking and migrant women, however, do not have the required documents to 

travel outside of Ireland independently; they must submit themselves to State surveillance to 

receive the necessary documents (Fletcher, 2005). Instead of being cast out of Irishness, these 

women must go through a lengthy application for the State to grant them the right to access 

abortion services abroad. Submitting the required (and unnecessarily invasive) evidence to obtain 

travel documents and then travelling alone to access abortion abroad is a confusing and traumatic 

event for many migrant women, who are not afforded privacy nor support during the process 

(Fletcher, 2005). 

Furthermore, the accommodation of abortion travel for migrant and asylum-seeking 

women by the State implies that Article 40.3.3 of the Eighth Amendment, in which “The State 
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acknowledges the right to life of the unborn and, with due regard to the equal right to life of the 

mother, guarantees in its laws to respect, and, as far as practicable, by its laws to defend and 

vindicate that right”, did not apply to migrant women (Fletcher, 2005). The mere fact that the 

State was willing to accommodate abortion travel for migrant women, and not for Irish citizens, 

is a demonstration of the kinds of pregnancies that Ireland deemed worthy of its protection 

(Fletcher, 2005). Fletcher argues that Irish “abortion law mobilizes racial difference in harmful 

ways both by demonizing Irish abortion-seeking women and by implying that the pregnancies of 

migrant women are less worthy of protection” (2005). Irish women were cast out of Irishness 

(and Ireland) by the State for seeking abortion services, but still allowed to maintain the privacy 

of their decision to do so. Migrant women, however, had to sacrifice their privacy and submit 

themselves to invasive surveillance from a State that did not deem them equally worthy of 

protection.  

As Caroline said in her interview, “you can’t actually talk about abortion without talking 

about [...] travel documents”. During the Repeal campaign, the needs of migrant and asylum-

seeking women should have been placed at the forefront, as their limited ability to travel for 

abortion, even within Ireland, puts them at a distinct disadvantage (Rivetti, 2019). Several 

participants expressed concern about the new abortion legislation for women living in Direct 

Provision (Ireland’s system of asylum-seeker accommodation in specified residences). The 

three-day waiting period, which mandates that a patient must wait three days between the initial 

abortion consultation and the abortion procedure, poses a considerable challenge to those living 

in Direct Provision. People living in Direct Provision are given a very small allowance and 

would have to save up this allowance to afford travel to the nearest hospital that provided 

abortion services, twice. The three-day waiting period also poses an issue for working-class 
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people who may not be able to take two days off work, mothers who need to arrange care for 

their children, and people who live in rural areas of Ireland where the nearest hospital that offers 

abortion services is a three-hour journey away. 

While the translation of campaign messaging into legislation is not guaranteed, if the 

needs and experiences of marginalized communities such as migrants and working-class people 

had been at the forefront of the Repeal campaign, the legislation might have provided access for 

all pregnant people in Ireland. However, the Together For Yes campaign failed to approach the 

issue of abortion in Ireland intersectionally, instead reinforcing ideas of Irishness rooted in 

hierarchies of race and class, to appeal to the public (Rivetti, 2019). Abortion may have been 

legalized, but the barriers to access abortion services remain in place for those who were not 

represented in the campaign for legalization. 

Finally, several participants noted that trans voices were silenced during the campaign, as 

the mainstream campaign were concerned that it would estrange voters. 

[Trans people and migrants] were completely removed from the discussion, yes. And they 

were just, they just weren’t included. (Sophie) 

Another big problem with the campaign was the inclusion, or the exclusion of trans 

people. It was all about women, women, women, but actually trans men can get pregnant 

too. But this was not, you know, this was too complex for the kind of average Irish voter. 

(Caroline) 

The exclusion of trans communities from the Repeal campaign was demonstrated in the 

gendered language used in mainstream messaging (Burns, 2018). Before the coalition of 
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Together For Yes, trans inclusive language was used in the campaign materials of several 

grassroots organizations (Burns, 2018). However, terms such as ‘pregnant people’ and ‘people 

with unwanted pregnancies’ were quickly replaced with ‘girls’ and ‘women’ (Burns, 2018). This 

left trans men, who may still experience pregnancy, excluded from the campaign and ultimately, 

excluded from abortion legislation through its trans-exclusive language (Burns, 2018). In 2019, 

after the legalization, Together For Yes organized a march called “No One Left Behind” to 

advocate for communities such as migrants and trans people, who had been excluded from the 

campaign. One participant described how this left them feeling frustrated at the supposed leaders 

of the Repeal movement. 

The last march for choice, which would have been in September of 2019, that main theme 

for the march was ‘No One Left Behind,’ and it was stating that we are pushing towards 

more trans-inclusive language, but the whole sense of that march was very strange, 

because it was like: ‘Okay, I understand that Together For Yes, yes this is what you’re 

trying to say to us activists as almost like the ‘head’ of the movement - I don’t think they 

are, but they like to think they are’. I think it came a bit late. (Amy) 

“A bit late” is a bit of an understatement. Two years after the introduction of the new 

abortion legislation, the language is still trans-exclusive (the legislation only refers to women, 

instead of pregnant people), and no additional legislation has been introduced to address the 

barriers to access for migrants or asylum-seekers. The same barriers to abortion access that 

existed before the Repeal campaign prevail after the introduction of abortion legislation, leaving 

some communities still unable to access abortion. The failure to place the most marginalized 

communities at the forefront of Irish abortion politics is rooted in the same discourses of 

Irishness that deem some people more Irish, and thus more deserving of reproductive justice. The 
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failure of Together For Yes to implement an intersectional approach to the Repeal campaign led 

to the exclusion of the most vulnerable and marginalized communities from its success.  

Because the Repeal campaign was focused on white, documented, and middle-class Irish 

women (many of whom already had access to abortion services because of their ability to travel), 

people who did not fit into this narrative were made invisible, and this is reflected in the 

legislation (Rivetti, 2019). White, middle-class Irish women who could afford to travel were able 

to share their stories of being cast out of Ireland to seek reproductive services in England, and 

these stories resonated with many Irish voters. Through a narrative of compassion, Repeal 

organizers sought to frame these women as unfairly treated by their own country, a country that 

should protect and care for its women. Those women who were not represented in the campaign, 

were not seen as Irish enough, and thus were thus not given the same compassion. Rivetti argues 

that the communities made invisible during the campaign are “a surplus to the sanitised citizenry 

project in post-independence Ireland and, as such, they are not entitled to autonomy from the 

state” (2019). By examining who abortion was legalized for, and made accessible to, we can see 

how current abortion legislation reproduces the same discourses of Irishness that led to the 

restrictive sexual morality and constraints on reproductive rights in the first place. 

Though the second part of my analysis was critical of some aspects of the campaign to 

Repeal the Eighth Amendment, I do not wish to discredit or disregard the immense amounts of 

hard work and dedication of those who campaigned. To quote Burns, it “is only by reflecting on 

the conflicts and failures that we will identify how to improve our work” (2018). Indeed, it is 

only through looking back with a critical lens, and amplifying the voices that were not 

adequately heard during the campaign that we can seek to improve future campaigning and 

legislation. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

 Throughout this research process, I have developed a deeper knowledge about my 

country, my activism, and myself as an Irish woman. I was faced with the uncomfortable truth 

that I had been comfortable in my assumptions of what conclusions my research would yield. I 

set out to demonstrate that the campaign to Repeal the Eighth Amendment was an unequivocal 

success: we had broken the silence and the stigma, and achieved free, safe, and legal abortion in 

Ireland. With each interview and every new piece of literature I read, however, I realized this 

story, our story, was much more complicated than that. And the more I examined the issue of 

abortion in Ireland, the more I learned to value its complexity and the uncomfortable truths that it 

shed light on.  

 To answer my first research question, among Irish women involved in activism to Repeal 

the Eighth, what is the sense of whether the repeal of the Eighth Amendment shifted the broader 

social climate around abortion in Ireland, and if it has, how so?, I conclude that yes, the social 

climate around abortion has shifted in Ireland. My research demonstrated the culture of silence 

around abortion that existed in Ireland until the campaign for Repeal. The women I spoke to 

described growing up in a culture where abortion was never mentioned, but always understood 

as something immoral, shameful, and terrifying. This silence was not specific to the issue of 

abortion, but a reflection of the historical erasure and oppression of women’s sexuality in 

Ireland. It was rooted in nationalist and religious ideas of what it means to be a ‘good’ Irish 

woman: a woman fit to reproduce Irishness, defined by its opposition to Britishness and its moral 

superiority.  
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The culture of silence around abortion was reinforced through the simultaneous 

stigmatization and erasure of women who deviated from Ireland’s strict sexual morality. It was 

an echo of Ireland’s historical erasure and institutionalization of ‘fallen women’, which relied on 

the silent compliance of the public and external social control in the form of gossip and shame. 

The silence around abortion was broken through a series of public cases wherein a woman’s 

right to abortion was brought into question. The participants identified the case of Savita 

Halappanavar in 2012 as a watershed moment, and the beginning of an organized, collective 

effort to break the silence around abortion. 

The act of storytelling played a pivotal role in the shift in the social climate around 

abortion. The campaign for Repeal revolved around people sharing their experiences of 

unwanted pregnancies and accessing abortion. The participants expressed how storytelling 

helped to build a sense of solidarity between Irish women, who were united in their shared 

experience of reproductive injustice at the hands of the State. Through sharing their stories, Irish 

women literally broke the silence. Prior to the Health (Regulation of Termination of Pregnancy) 

Act of 2018, the only legal means of accessing abortion was to travel abroad, usually to the U.K. 

In this way, women were cast out of Ireland and cast out of their Irishness (Fletcher, 2005). The 

act of storytelling during the Repeal campaign revealed not only the volume, but the similarities 

of women’s experiences of accessing abortion. Accessing abortion was no longer what stripped 

women of their Irishness, but a defining and uniting feature of it. The Irish State could no longer 

cast abortion out of Ireland; abortion was, and is, an Irish issue.  

Internet-based activism and digital storytelling was an essential part of the shift in the 

social climate around abortion. My research demonstrates that digital storytelling via social 

media offered women an accessible platform and a new kind of visibility. Through pages like In 
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Her Shoes and hashtags like #TwoWomenTravel, people could participate in the campaign for 

Repeal and the movement to break the silence around abortion. Some people shared their 

experiences of abortion, while others uplifted those voices by engaging with posts and hashtags. 

This also had the effect of putting pressure on the State by creating an increased visibility and 

awareness of abortion politics in Ireland (Michie et al., 2018). The participants emphasized the 

importance of pages like In Her Shoes in destigmatizing abortion, by demonstrating the wide 

range of reasons for wanting to end a pregnancy.  

In my literature review, I examined the stigma associated with experiences of abortion, 

both formally and informally. The main factors that influence of a woman’s experience of 

abortion are social perception and access to social support (Hanschmidt, Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-

Heller, Kersting, 2016). A negative social perception of abortion, especially in cases where 

abortion is illegal, causes women to feel isolated and unable to reach out for social support, 

which reinforces feelings of stigmatization (Hanschmidt, Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 

2016).  

The campaign for Repeal sought to alter negative perceptions of abortion, and offered 

visible social support for, and solidarity with, women with experiences of unwanted pregnancies 

and abortion. The focus on storytelling during the campaign had the effect of breaking the 

silence around abortion and destigmatizing people with experiences of accessing abortion. 

Online platforms offered a new visibility to abortion activism, which allowed more people to 

participate in the campaign and created space for discussions about the issue. Participants 

unanimously expressed that the social climate around abortion in Ireland had shifted from one of 

silence and shame, to one of solidarity and empowerment.  
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The answer to my second research question, what have been Irish women’s experiences 

of this social climate?, is not as straightforward. At the beginning of my research process, I did 

not expect to be critical of the campaign for Repeal or its messaging. It had not occurred to me 

that erasure and silence was present in the very campaign that sought to break that silence. This 

is a reflection of my identity as a white, middle-class, cis-gendered, and documented Irish 

woman. It had not occurred to me that not everyone’s story was being told during the campaign, 

simply because mine was being heard for the first time. While my research reflected a change in 

the social climate around abortion for those represented by the campaign, it also led me to the 

question: who was not represented in the campaign, and what were their experiences of the 

social climate around abortion? 

While the participants in my research agreed that the social climate around abortion had 

shifted in a positive way, some of them revealed that this was not the case for all women in 

Ireland. Most of the participants said that a woman’s experience of abortion post-Repeal would 

be less isolating, because the shame and stigma around abortion had been weakened by the 

campaign. They expressed a newfound sense of personal empowerment and solidarity with their 

fellow activists and Irish women. However, my research demonstrates that the mainstream 

campaign, Together For Yes, was tailored towards white, middle-class Irish women and 

neglected to advocate for marginalized communities whose members were most impacted by 

abortion legislation.  

The voices and stories of non-settled, migrant, working-class, and trans communities 

were not uplifted during the campaign for Repeal. In my analysis, I argue that these communities 

were silenced during the campaign in the interest of garnering the most support from the general 

– middle class, cisgender, white, Irish-born – public. Participants who were involved in more 
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radical organizing around abortion described how the mainstream campaign, Together For Yes, 

actively erased these communities from the campaign. The original messaging of the campaign, 

rooted in discourse that framed abortion as a right to bodily autonomy, shifted to a message of 

compassion that placed white, middle-class, Irish women at the center of the issue. Issues related 

to trans-inclusive language, travel documents, and accessibility were erased from the campaign. 

The current abortion legislation in Ireland is reflective of this erasure.  

For these marginalized communities, the shift in social climate changed from one of 

absolute silence, to one of a different kind of silence. Because these communities were not 

represented by the campaign, they were not offered the same visibility and solidarity as those at 

the center of Irish abortion discourse. Thus, it is difficult to conclude that these communities 

experienced the aforementioned sense of increased social support and personal empowerment 

described by the women I spoke with for this project. These communities experience the most 

barriers to access abortion under the current legislation, whether it be financial barriers for 

working-class women, or logistical barriers for women living in Direct Provision. These barriers, 

paired with a lack of professional, State and social support, reinforces the feelings of isolation 

that contribute to stigmatization (Hanschmidt, Linde, Hilbert, Riedel-Heller, Kersting, 2016).  

Of course, my research was not centered on the experiences of these communities, so I 

cannot speak to their experiences of the social climate around abortion post-Repeal of the Eighth 

Amendment. My research has, however, demonstrated the need to center these communities and 

their experiences, both in research and in activism around abortion. Within a reproductive justice 

framework of abortion, it is essential to ground activism, discourse and research in the lived 

experiences of women (Fried, Ross, Solinger, 2013). The experiences of people from 
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marginalized communities, who experience intersecting reproductive injustices, must be placed 

at the forefront of reproductive justice activism (Fried, Ross, Solinger, 2013).  

While the mainstream campaign for Repeal failed to situate itself in a reproductive justice 

framework, the fight for reproductive justice in Ireland is not over, and a renewed commitment 

to represent the needs of all Irish people in abortion activism is possible. The scope of my 

research was limited, but I believe it raises valuable insights about the social climate around 

abortion and abortion advocacy in Ireland.  

The campaign for Repeal successfully broke through the culture of silence that pervaded 

abortion politics in Ireland for decades. By grounding activism in women’s storytelling of their 

experiences of unwanted pregnancy and abortion and using social media to bolster visibility for 

the Repeal movement, organizers shifted abortion discourse in Ireland. The campaign created a 

sense of solidarity among Irish women, unified in their experiences of the oppressive culture of 

sexuality and strict abortion legislation in Ireland. While there is still far to go for the 

achievement of reproductive justice in Ireland, especially for those in marginalized communities, 

the social climate has shifted in the way that there is finally a space for open discussion of 

abortion politics. It is vital the conversation continues, and that the silence is not allowed to settle 

back in.  

The current legislation on abortion, while a step in the right direction, requires further 

change to provide full access to abortion for all women living in Ireland. Many participants 

expressed frustration at the loss of momentum in the Repeal campaign after the successful vote 

to Repeal in 2018. All of the activists I spoke to also identified conscientious objection and the 

mandatory three-day waiting period as serious flaws in the current legislation. The campaign for 

Repeal demonstrated the power of the Irish people to advocate for reproductive rights, and 
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further legislation reform is possible. Using the lessons learned in the campaign for Repeal, 

activists can reframe the campaign in a reproductive justice framework, wherein the voices of the 

most vulnerable are placed at the forefront of abortion activism.   

My research, and other research on the reproductive justice movement in Ireland, will 

hopefully also be valuable in a more global context. On October 22nd, 2020, the Polish 

government ruled that fatal fetal abnormalities would no longer constitute as an exception to the 

ban on abortion (Pronczuk, 2020). This ruling is an addition to the already extremely strict 

abortion legislation in Poland, and sparked waves of protests around the country (Pronczuk, 

2020). Ireland and Poland are culturally similar, in that both countries are heavily influenced by 

the Catholic Church and both experienced a fairly recent modernization (Szelewa, 2019). After 

the successful Repeal of the Eighth Amendment in Ireland, groups on the anti- and pro- abortion 

sides in Poland recognized the potential for the transfer of new discourses and legislation around 

abortion from Ireland (Szelewa, 2019). After the referendum, a powerful Church official in 

Poland suggested that abortion politics in Ireland “should encourage Poles to a more intensive 

protection of life, so that this situation does not repeat itself [in Poland]” (Szelewa, 2019). 

Indeed, it appears his suggestion was taken seriously.  

In a global context, reproductive justice activists can share knowledge, tools and 

experiences in transnational solidarity with other activist groups. So, what can Polish 

reproductive justice activists learn from Ireland’s campaign to Repeal the Eighth? My research 

demonstrates that two key factors in Ireland’s abortion activism were the role of storytelling and 

the use of social media to engage people in discussion about abortion politics. Storytelling was 

instrumental in creating a sense of unity and solidarity between Irish women and breaking the 

silence around abortion. The sharing of women’s experiences of unwanted pregnancies and 
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accessing abortion also demonstrated to voters that women of many intersecting identities access 

abortion for a wide range of reasons, all of which are valid. The use of social media as a form of 

activism was essential in creating an accessible platform for public discussion, and spreading 

information and messaging related to the campaign. Furthermore, the campaign’s social media 

presence created an increased visibility on an international scale, putting pressure on the State to 

respond to the campaign.  

This research also illustrates the importance of a reproductive justice framework in 

activist organizing around abortion. Abortion activists in Poland can learn from the failure of the 

mainstream campaign, Together For Yes, to approach abortion from an intersectional lens and to 

fight for inclusive legislation. Instead of focusing only on political expediency, Polish abortion 

activists should aim to center the experiences of its most marginalized communities to ensure 

equal access to abortion services. By adopting a reproductive justice framework, activists in both 

Ireland and Poland can create a transnational network of solidarity that “enables [them] to shape 

[their] particular piece of the advocacy in ways that support each other’s work” (Fried, Ross, 

Solinger, 2013).  

“It’s hard to be proud of a country and love a country that didn’t love you back” 

 

As I conclude this final chapter, I am faced with a lot of unresolved feelings about my 

research. In particular, I am occupied with a feeling of betrayal. I worry that in my critique of the 

Repeal campaign, I have betrayed a movement that I was excited and proud to be a part of. 

Simultaneously, I worry that in my own privilege and ignorance, I betrayed those communities 

whose voices I failed to seek out and uplift during the campaign for Repeal. I feel betrayed by a 

country with both a history and a present of oppressing, erasing, silencing, and casting out its 
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women. Simultaneously, I worry that by writing about this oppression, I am betraying my own 

country, a country that I have loved and been proud of for as long as I can remember.  

At the beginning of this research journey, I expected to conclude on a positive note, 

celebrating the shift in social climate around abortion in Ireland and looking towards a future of 

more successful reproductive justice activism. I am choosing instead to conclude with this quote, 

because something in it has stuck with me since I first heard it in an interview, and later 

transcribed it. It is less optimistic than what I expected, but it is also more truthful than I could 

have imagined when I began this process.  

In 2018, the vote to Repeal the Eighth Amendment was both a tangible and symbolic 

victory for Irish women. It was an overturn of the patriarchal and oppressive forces that had 

silenced and punished women’s sexuality for decades. The women who shared their stories, the 

women who sported their REPEAL jumpers, the women canvassing door to door, were rewarded 

for their hard work: we had won, the fight seemed over. There was an immense feeling of pride 

in our country, a country that finally came together in solidarity with its women. But the roots of 

women’s oppression in Ireland run deep, and unfortunately, they cannot be weeded out in one 

referendum.  

The campaign for Repeal illustrated the power of storytelling to bring people together to 

heal. The silence around abortion may have been broken, but silence still prevails in Irish culture, 

around issues of racism, sexual violence, and poverty. These are the conditions in which women 

make reproductive decisions, and they cannot be separated from issues of reproductive justice. 

To break these silences is not an act of betrayal, but an act of love. As activists, feminists, and 

women in Ireland, it is a duty of love to continue to break silences, share and listen to each 

other’s stories, and heal together. 
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When I ask myself what would it mean for my country to love me back?, I know that my 

answer is different now than what it was before I embarked on this research journey. My country 

loving me back, means a country that loves all those that I stand in solidarity with. In the case of 

abortion, this means a country that supports reproductive justice for all women in Ireland, not 

just those deemed fit to reproduce a specific version of Irishness. A country that loves me back is 

one that empowers all of its women to embody their own version of Irishness and values the 

diversity of what Irishness can mean. A country that loves me back is one that is willing to face 

uncomfortable truths from its past and open itself up to change in its future. 
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Appendix A 

Recruitment Email 

Hello, 

 

My name is [Investigator/Student Name], and I am a Master’s student in the Sociocultural 

Studies of Sport, Health and the Body program, at Queen’s University in Ontario, Canada. My 

thesis project is about the changing social climate around abortion in Ireland post-Repeal of the 

Eighth Amendment, and how Irish women have experienced this social climate. I am contacting 

you to see if your organization would be willing to participate in this research. 

 

For my project, I will be interviewing Irish women on their experiences with abortion and the 

social climate around abortion in Ireland. I have received ethical clearance for my project, and 

am in the recruitment stage of the research. If possible, I would like to send out a recruitment call 

through your organization, via your social media platforms. Your large social media following 

would allow me to reach a significant amount of people, some of whom might want to 

participate in my research project and share their stories with me. 

 

I’ve been passionately following the abortion activist movements in Ireland for a few years, and I 

hope that my research might be useful to Irish activist organizations such as yours by exploring 

post-repeal discourses that are shaping women’s current experiences around abortion.  

 

If you would be interested in distributing my recruitment call or have any questions, I would be 

more than happy send you more information about my project, or organize a phone call. 

 

Thank you,  

 

[Investigator/Student Name], B.A. 

Master’s Student 

Queen’s University | School of Kinesiology and Health Studies 

[Email] 

[Phone Number] 
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Appendix B 

Interview Guide 

General/Introductory 

1. Introduce yourself and your involvement in the Repeal campaign. 

Abortion 

2. Tell me about the first time you learned about abortion. 

3. What do you think was the general attitude towards abortion when you were growing up? 

4.  How would you describe the social climate around abortion in Ireland before the Repeal 

campaign started to gain traction? 

5. How do you think the social climate around abortion affected women’s experiences of 

accessing abortion? 

Repeal Campaign 

6. Tell me about the REPEAL campaign that happened last year. 

7. What were the main messages of the REPEAL campaign? 

8. What do you think was the impact of the REPEAL campaign?  

9. What was the role of feminism in the REPEAL campaign? 

Post-Repeal 

10. How did you react when you found out the Repeal vote won? 

11. What are the general attitudes towards abortion after the repeal of the Eighth 

Amendment? 

12. Do you think the REPEAL campaign has changed the way Irish people feel about 

abortion? 
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13. How do you think an experience with abortion would be different now, compared to 

before the repeal of the Eighth Amendment? 

14. How do you think the repeal of the Eighth Amendment has impacted Ireland’s discourse 

around abortion? 

Final Discussion 

15. Do you have anything else you would like to add to our discussion today? 
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Appendix C 

Combined Consent Form and Letter of Information 

Title of Research Project: Exploring Irish Women’s Experiences of the Social Climate Around 

Abortion After the Repeal of the Eighth Amendment 

Investigators:  

Principal Investigator: [Name] [Department] 

[University] 

 

MA Supervisor: [Name] [Department] 

[University]  

 
Introduction 

My name is [Student Researcher Name]. I grew up in Ireland, but I now live in Canada, where I 

am doing my Master’s degree in [Department] where I am studying in the general area of 

women’s health issues. I am writing to invite you to be a participant in the research I will 

conduct for my Master’s thesis. The research will  explore how Irish women have been 

experiencing the recent social climate around abortion, post-repeal of the Eighth Amendment.  

The purpose of this project is to get a better understanding of whether and how the social climate 

around abortion has shifted since the repeal of the Eighth Amendment, and how any shift is 

being experienced by Irish women.  

Description of the Project 

The project will involve interviews with young Irish women who had experience trying to access 

abortion services before the repeal of the Eighth Amendment. If you were to agree to participate 

in the project, I would do an interview with you over Skype or FaceTime. The interview would 

take approximately one hour. In this interview, I would ask you a series of questions about your 

views and experiences related to the topic of abortion, the REPEAL campaign, and the sexual 

culture in Ireland. You can decline to answer any of my questions , and if you want to, you can 

stop the interview at any time. The interviews will be audio-recorded and later transcribed, so 

that I have an accurate record of what was said.  

Participation 

Your participation is voluntary and you can decline to participate in the research or any aspect of 

the research at any time. You may withdraw from the study at any time, either before or during 

the interview, or up to two months afterwards. To withdraw, you would just have to let me know 

via email to [email]  

If you were to withdraw from the study, I would destroy the audio recording and transcription of 

your interview. 

Confidentiality 

Any identifying information given to me, or revealed during the interview, (ex: name, age, 

location) will be kept confidential. I will be de-identifying each interview, and giving each 

participant a pseudonym in all publications of this study. Only my supervisor and I will have 

access to the code file that links real names with pseudonyms. This file will be stored separately 

from the rest of the study on an encrypted USB key. None of your personal information will be 

published or shared, it will be stored securely on a password-protected computer. Any hard copy 

of sensitive information will be stored in a locked cabinet in the [Department] [University]. 
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The de-identified interviews will be published as part of my thesis and may be presented at 

conferences. No identifying information from the interviews will be published or disseminated.   

I will keep the data securely for 5 years, per [University] Policy. All files containing data will be 

stored on a password-protected hard drive for five years, after which it will be archived 

indefinitely in the [University] Archives. The pseudonym code file will be kept on a separate 

encrypted USB key for five years, after which it will be destroyed. The [University] General 

Research Ethics Board (GREB) may request access to study data to ensure that I am meeting my 

ethical obligations in conducting this research. NOTE: GREB is bound by confidentiality and will 

not disclose any personal information.  

Potential Risks 

While the purpose of this project is not intended to cause harm, the sensitive nature of some of 

the interview questions might cause you to have feelings of discomfort or distress. I stress again 

that you would not be required to answer any question that made you feel uncomfortable. I will 

provide each participant with the contact information of some resources to help cope with any 

negative emotional reaction. 

Resources: 

OneFamily: 01 662 9212 

Health Services Executive: 1800 828 010 

If you wish, we could complete the interview over several shorter sessions. 

Potential Benefits 

There are no direct benefits to participating in this study beyond having a chance to share your 

views and stories.  

Further Questions 

Should you have further questions about the research study, please contact me, [Student 

Researcher Name] at [email], or my supervisor [Supervisor Name] at [email]. If you have any 

ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at +1-613-533-2988 

or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 

 Consent Form: 

I, __________________________________, have read the above Letter of Information and have 

had all my questions answered to my satisfaction.  

I understand that my participation in this project will involve answering questions regarding 

abortion, the REPEAL campaign, and sexual culture in an interview.  

I understand that my participation in this project is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any 

time before, or during the interview, or up to 2 months afterwards. 

I understand that any identifiable information that I share in the interview will be kept 

confidential, will not be published, and will not be used for any other purpose than this research 

project.  

I understand that there is no compensation for my participation in this research project.  

I understand that a copy of the final research publication will be made available to me upon 

request. 

I am aware that should I have further questions about the research study, I may contact [Student 

Researcher Name] at [email]. If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General 

Research Ethics Board (GREB) at +1-613-533-2988 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 

I have read the above statements and freely consent to participating in this research: 

☐ Yes, I consent to the collection of audio recording from the interview. 

☐ Yes, I consent to the use of direct quotes from the interview. 
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By checking this box and typing my name below, I am electronically signing this consent form. 

Name:_____________________________ 

Date:______________________________ 

You have not waived any legal rights by consenting to participate in this study. 

Please return this consent form to me via email, at [email].  

 

____________________________ ______________________ _________________ 

Signature of Person Conducting  Name Date 

the Consent Discussion  
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Research Ethics Approval 
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